The Road and the Ring: Solid Geometry in Tolkien\u27s Middle-earth by Hennelly, Mark M., Jr.
Volume 9 
Number 3 Article 1 
10-15-1982 
The Road and the Ring: Solid Geometry in Tolkien's Middle-earth 
Mark M. Hennelly Jr. 
California State University, Sacramento 
Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore 
 Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Hennelly, Mark M. Jr. (1982) "The Road and the Ring: Solid Geometry in Tolkien's Middle-earth," Mythlore: 
A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic Literature: Vol. 9 : No. 3 , Article 
1. 
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol9/iss3/1 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by 
the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital Commons. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Mythlore: A Journal of 
J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and 
Mythopoeic Literature by an authorized editor of SWOSU 
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is 
available upon request. For more information, please 
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu. 
To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: 
http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm 
Mythcon 51: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien 
Albuquerque, New Mexico • Postponed to: July 30 – August 2, 2021 
Abstract 
Considers the complex interplay of the Ring and the Road (“linear progress and circular stasis”), along 
with other related motifs of lines, circles, intersections and crossroads, spirals and spheres, hands and 
eyes in The Lord of the Rings. 
Additional Keywords 
Geometry in The Lord of the Rings; Ring (symbol) in The Lord of the Rings; Road (symbol) in The Lord of 
the Rings; Stewardship in The Lord of the Rings; Tolkien, J.R.R. The Lord of the Rings—Symbolism; Patrick 
Wynne 
This article is available in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 
Literature: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol9/iss3/1 
M YTH LO R E  33; A utum n 1982 page 3
The Road and the Ring Solid 
Geometry in Tolkien's Middle-earth
Mark. M. Hennelly, Jr.
There on th e  p a s to ra l  downs w ith o u t a tr a c k  
To gu ide me, o r along th e  b a re  w h ite  roads 
L engthening in s o l i tu d e  t h e i r  d re a ry  l i n e ,
W hile th ro u g h  th o se  v e s t ig e s  o f a n c ie n t  tim es 
I ran g e d , and by th e  s o l i tu d e  o 'e rco m e ,
I had a r e v e r ie  and saw th e  p a s t ,
. . . .  when twas my chance
To have b e fo re  me on th e  downy p la in
L in e s , c i r c l e s ,  m ounts, a m ystery  o f shapes
. . . ( im i ta t iv e  form s
By which th e  D ruids c o v e r t ly  ex p ressed
T heir knowledge of th e  h eavens , and images f o r th
The c o n s t e l l a t i o n s ) ,  I was g e n t ly  charm ed,
A lb e it  w ith  an a n t iq u a r ia n 's  dream,
And saw th e  bearded te a c h e r s ,  w ith  w h ite  wands 
U p lif te d ,  p o in tin g  to  th e  s t a r r y  sky.
--T he P re lu d e . 1805 e d . ,
X II, 315-501
The r e a d e r  o f J .R .R . T o lk ie n 's  The Lord o f the  
Rings (1954-1955) e n c o u n te rs  an en c h an tin g  y e t 
en ig m atic  lan d scap e  p a t te rn e d  much l ik e  th a t  which 
f a s c in a te d  Wordsworth a t  S tonehenge on S a lis b u ry  P la in .  
G e n e ra lly , th o se  " v e s t ig e s  o f a n c ie n t  tim es"  r e c a l l  
T o lk ie n 's  own " a n t iq u a r i a n 's  dream" o f M id d le -e a rth , 
and th e  D ru id ic a l "bearded  te a c h e r s "  resem b le  shamans 
l ik e  G andalf and E lrond . More to  th e  p re s e n t  p o in t ,  
however, is  th e  "m ystery  of sh a p e s ,"  th e  l in e s  and 
c i r c l e s  o r  roads and r in g s  which te a s e  both  Wordsworth
and T o lk ie n 's  re a d e r  o u t o f th o u g h t and in to  " r e v e r ie "  
o r f a n ta s y .  Whether o r not th e  s u b c re a to r  o f M iddle- 
e a r th  p a t te rn e d  h is  f ig u r a t iv e  lan d scap e  a f t e r  S to n e­
henge or any o th e r  o f th e  n in e  hundred s to n e  c i r c l e s  
o r "causewayed e n c lo s u re s " 2 th a t  d o t th e  B r i t i s h  I s l e s  
i s  moot. But c e r t a i n l y  th e  com peting road and r in g  
geom etry which m easures M id d le -e a rth  i s  as s p e l l ­
b in d in g  and profound a r id d le  match as th e  m ystery  of 
shapes a t  S tonehenge. Once m ore, th e s e  landm arks con­
s t a n t l y  c h a lle n g e  th e  re a d e r  to  so lv e  th e  r i d d le  o f 
t h e i r  " im i ta t iv e  form s" and to  d isc o v e r  what th e y  
" c o v e r t ly  e x p re s s ."
Much of t h i s  r id d le  canno t be s y s te m a tic a l ly  
ex p la in e d  o r  decoded. Indeed T o lk ien  fam ously m ain­
ta in e d  th a t  he " c o r d ia l ly  d is l ik e [ d ]  a l le g o r y  in a l l  
i t s  m a n if e s ta t io n s ,"  though he c u r io u s ly  ad m itted  to  
h is  t a l e ' s  "v a rie d  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  to  th e  th o u g h t and 
ex p e r ie n c e  o f r e a d e rs "  ( 1 ,1 2 ) .3 The im a g in a tiv e  e r e -   
a to r  o f th e  most p o p u la r f a n ta s y  work of t h i s  c e n tu ry ,4 
however, is  a ls o  th e  in c is iv e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  o f 
Beow ulf. And th e  c o n f l i c t  between th e se  two personae 
u n w itt in g ly  r e v e a ls  i t s e l f  in  double t a lk  to  h is  pub­
l i s h e r  S ta n le y  Unwin on th e  s u b je c t  o f l i t e r a r y  
m eaning; "There i s  a 'm o r a l ' ,  I suppose , in  any t a l e  
w orth t e l l i n g .  But th a t  i s  n o t th e  same th in g  [as 
a l le g o r y ] .  Even th e  s tr u g g le  between d ark n ess  and 
l ig h t  . . .  i s  fo r  me j u s t  a p a r t i c u l a r  phase o f h i s ­
to r y ,  one example o f i t s  p a t t e r n ,  p e rh a p s , but not 
The P a t te r n ;  and th e  a c to r s  a re  in d iv id u a ls - - th e y  each , 
o f c o u rs e , c o n ta in  u n iv e r s a ls ,  or th e y  would not l iv e
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a t  a l l ,  but th ey  never r e p re s e n t  them as su ch ."5 This 
eq u iv o c a tio n  o n ly  f u r th e r  in s p i r e s  th e  se a rch  f o r  te x ­
tu a l  re le v a n c e  in  T o lk ie n , f o r  so lv in g  th e  r id d le  of 
th e  hidden r e la t io n s h ip s  between th e  p a t te r n  and The 
P a t te r n .  C onsequen tly , i t  is  im p o rtan t to  r e a l i z e  
th a t  a f t e r  th e  d i f f u s iv e  but r e l a t i v e l y  sim ple m o tif  
o f l ig h t  and dark im agery in  th e  work, th e  most r e ­
c u r r in g  but p ro fo u n d ly  com plica ted  p a t te r n  is  th e  a n a l­
ogous d i a l e c t i c  between th e  Road and th e  R ing, o r l i n ­
ea r p ro g re ss  and c i r c u l a r  s t a s i s .  Not o n ly  does t h i s  
p a t te r n  c o o rd in a te  and u n ify  v a r io u s  s t r u c t u r a l ,  f i g ­
u r a t i v e ,  and th e m atic  le v e ls  o f th e  t e x t ,  but u n d er­
s ta n d in g  i t s  i n t r i c a t e  v a r ia t io n s  a ls o  p ro v id es  a 
r e l i a b l e  m easure o f The Lord of th e  R in g s ' p o ignan t 
and h ard -ea rn e d  a r t i s t i c  su c c e ss . For th e  re a d e r  soon 
d isc o v e rs  th a t  th e  au th o r h im s e lf ,  T o lk ien  th e  geome­
t r i c i a n ,  is  th e  t r u e  model f o r  h is  Ents who sc ru p u ­
lo u s ly  "pay a t te n t io n  to  every  d e t a i l "  ( I I ,2 4 6 ). In 
f a c t ,  th e  r e c e n t ly  p u b lish ed  U n if in ish e d  T ales  t e l l s  
us g e o m e tr ic a lly  what we m ight have a lre a d y  guessed 
sy m b o lic a lly  of th e  d escen d en ts  o f "The P eople of th e  
S ta r s , "  th a t  t h e i r  "land  of Numenor resem bled in  o u t­
l in e  a f iv e -p o in te d  s t a r ,  o r p en tan g le "  (U T ,p .l6 5 , see 
numbered page fa c in g  p . l  f o r  T o lk ie n 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n ) .
T o lk ien  was an in v e te r a te  d o o d le r . As h is  son 
C h ris to p h e r r e c a l l s ,  "w hile  doing newspaper crossw ord 
p u z z le s ,"  h is  f a th e r  "used to  draw p a t te r n s  such as 
th o se "  arabesque and mandala f ig u r e s ,  t e x t i l e s ,  and 
h e ra ld ic  d ev ice s  rep roduced  in  h is  c o l le c te d  i l l u s t r a ­
t io n s ?  And th e  tw in  p i l l a r s  o f T o lk ie n 's  f a n t a s t i c  
im ag ina tion  a re  h is  a t t e n t io n  to  r e a l i s t i c  d e t a i l  and 
h is  in s i s te n c e  on such d i a l e c t i c a l ,  o f te n  geom etric  
p a t t e r n s ,  l ik e  th o se  c re a te d  by th e  Road and R ing, 
u n d e rly in g  t h i s  d e t a i l .  M oreover, th e  r e a d e r 's  con­
f id e n c e  and d e l ig h t  in  T o lk ie n 's  v e r i s im i l i tu d e  a s su re s  
h is  accep tan ce  o f and b e l i e f  in  th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  r e a l i t y  
of what T olk ien  term s th e  Secondary World of F a e r ie .  
Thus, T o lk ien  r e j e c t s  C o le r id g e 's  Romantic form ula 
c a l l i n g  fo r  th e  w il l in g  su sp en sio n  of d i s b e l i e f  because 
" th e  moment d i s b e l i e f  a r i s e s ,  th e  s p e l l  i s  broken; th e  
m agic, o r r a th e r  a r t ,  has f a i l e d . "  I f ,  on th e  o th e r  
hand, re a d e rs  n a tu r a l ly  ac ce p t th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  
Secondary World " fo r  i t s e l f ,  th e y  would no t heve to  
suspend d i s b e l i e f :  th e y  would b e l ie v e ,"  s in c e  " c re a ­
t iv e  F an tasy  i s  founded upon th e  hard r e c o g n it io n  th a t  
th in g s  a re  so in  th e  world as i t  ap p ears  under th e  sun; 
on a re c o g n it io n  o f f a c t ,  but not a s la v e ry  to  i t "
("F S ," p p .3 7 ,3 8 ,5 5 ) .7 One reaso n  f o r  T o lk ie n 's  re a lism  
is  th a t  he always "had th e  sense  o f re c o rd in g  what was 
a lre a d y  ' t h e r e ' ,  somewhere: no t o f ' i n v e n t i n g . ' " 8  At 
any r a t e ,  h is  t a l e  d e a ls  l i t e r a l l y  w ith  innum erable 
roads and r i n g s ,  b e s id es  " th e  wonder o f th e  th in g s  
[in  g e n e r a l ] ,  such as s to n e , and wood, and i ro n ;  t r e e  
and g ra s s ;  house and f i r e ;  bread and wine" ("F S ,"  p .5 9 ) .  
As Do u g la ss  P ark er w r i t e s ,  " fa n ta s y  must be b u t t r e s s e d ,  
however skew ly, on r e a l i t y " , 9 and one o f T o lk ie n 's  
o th e r  cham pions, th e  f a n t a s i s t  U rsu la  K. Le G uin, is  
more s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e le v a n t :  "As P y thago ras knew, th e  
god [of in s p i r a t io n ]  may speak in  th e  form s of geom etry 
as w ell as in  th e  shapes of d re a m s ."10 In th e  Beowulf 
p o e t ,  T o lk ien  h im se lf  s im i la r ly  d is c o v e rs  th a t  m im etic 
s o lid  geom etry can e q u a lly  be f a n t a s t i c  or m ythic geom­
e t r y :  "The s ig n i f ic a n c e  of a myth i s  not e a s i l y  to  be 
pinned on paper by a n a ly t i c a l  re a so n in g . I t  i s  a t  i t s  
b es t when i t  i s  p re se n te d  by a poet who f e e l s  r a th e r  
than  makes e x p l i c i t  what h is  theme p o r te n d s ; who p re ­
se n ts  i t  in c a rn a te  in th e  world o f h is to r y  and geog­
raphy" ("BMC," p .6 3 ) .1
As th e  Road-Ring p a t te r n  r e v e a ls ,  T o lk ie n 's  imag­
in a tio n  a ls o  works d i a l e c t i c a l l y . 12 The Lord o f th e  
Rings s t r i v e s  toward th e  rhy thm ic m odulation  of p o la r  
ex trem es, each o f w hich, l ik e  Tom Bombadil and Gold-
b e r ry ,  can r e a l i z e  i t s e l f  on ly  th rough  in te r a c t io n  w ith  
i t s  complement: " th ey  seemed to  weave a s in g le  dance, 
n e i th e r  h in d e rin g  th e  o th e r ,  in  and ou t o f th e  room, 
and round about th e  ta b le "  ( I ,1 8 3 ). Once a g a in s ,  T o l­
k ie n 's  rea d in g  of Beowulf i s  r e le v a n t  to  th e  a l le g r o  
and penseroso  movements in h is  own p ro se  poem: " I t  is  
e s s e n t i a l l y  a b a la n c e , an o p p o s it io n  o f ends and b eg in ­
n in g s . In i t s  s im p le s t term s i t  i s  a c o n tra s te d  d e­
s c r ip t io n  of two moments in a g re a t  l i f e ,  r i s i n g  and 
s e t t i n g ;  an e la b o ra t io n  o f th e  a n c ie n t and in te n s e ly  
moving c o n t r a s t  between youth  and ag e , f i r s t  a c h ie v e ­
ment and f in a l  d ea th "  ("BMC," p .8 1 ) .  As W.H. Auden 
p u ts  i t  in  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  Quest p a t te r n  in 
T o lk ie n , "Any image o f t h i s  ex p e r ie n c e  must be d u a l i s -  
t i c ,  a c o n te s t  between two s i d e s . " 13 Thus in th e  t r i l ­
ogy, th e  re a d e r  re p e a te d ly  w itn e s se s  "two powers th a t  
a re  opposed one to  a n o th e r ; and ever th e y  s t r i v e .  . ."  
( I ,4 5 6 ). Sometimes th e s e  "com peting songs" ( I ,145) a re  
e x t e r n a l ,  l ik e  th e  " f r ie n d s "  and " fo e s"  E lrond co u n se ls  
Frodo about ( I ,3 6 0 ); som etim es, on th e  o th e r  hand, th ey  
a re  "w arring  d u t ie s "  ( I I I ,1 5 9 ) , in te r n a l  c o n f l i c t s  l ik e  
Sam's f in d in g  h is  love fo r  R osie p u l l in g  a g a in s t  h is  
love fo r  h is  m a s te r: "I am th a t  to rn  in  tw o ."  F ro d o 's  
resp o n se  i s  c r u c ia l  f o r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  T o lk ie n 's  d i a l e c ­
t i c a l  im a g in a tio n : "But you w ill  be h e a le d . You were 
meant to  be s o l id  and w hole, and you w ill  be" ( I I I ,3 7 9 ). 
That i s ,  a lth o u g h  i t  o f te n  seems as i f  one s id e  is  
r ig h t  and one wrong, n e i th e r  i s  r e a l l y  th a t  s e l f - e x c lu ­
s iv e .  Each i s  a n e c e s sa ry  complement to  th e  o th e r ;  and 
someone f a l l s  to  e v i l ,  l i k e  Sauron and Saruman, o n ly  i f  
he s e l f i s h l y  seeks to  d e s tro y  th e  d i a l e c t i c  i t s e l f ;  
" f o r ,"  as  E lrond a d v is e s ,  "n o th in g  i s  e v i l  in  th e  
beg inn ing" ( I ,3 5 1 ). In f a c t ,  th e  g e n e s is  o f th e  d i a ­
l e c t i c ,  I l u v a t a r 's  p ro v id e n t ia l  Symphony in  The S ilm a- 
r i l l i o n , n a tu r a l ly  in c o rp o ra te s  (n o t co n q u e rs) th e  
s a ta n ic  "d isc o rd  o f M elkor":
And i t  seemed a t  l a s t  th a t  th e r e  were two 
m usics p ro g re ss in g  a t  one tim e b e fo re  th e  s e a t  
o f I lu v a t a r ,  and th e y  were u t t e r l y  a t  v a r ia n c e .
The one was deep and wide and b e a u t i f u l ,  but 
slow and blended w ith  an im m easurable so rrow , 
from which i t s  b eau ty  c h i e f ly  came. The o th e r  
had now ach ieved  a u n i ty  o f i t s  own; but i t  
was lo u d , and v a in ,  and e n d le s s ly  re p e a te d ;  
and i t  had l i t t l e  harmony, but r a th e r  a clam ­
orous un ison  as o f many tru m p e ts  b ray in g  upon 
a few n o te s .  And i t  essayed  to  drown th e  o th e r  
music by th e  v io le n c e  o f i t s  v o ic e ,  but i t  
seemed th a t  i t s  most triu m p h an t n o te s  were 
taken  by th e  o th e r  and woven in to  i t s  own 
solemn p a t te r n  (S , p .5 ) .
For T o lk ie n , E lves p e r s o n ify  t h i s  s y n th e s is  of 
th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  p a t te r n  and th u s  p ro v id e  th e  id e a l r e s ­
o lu t io n  o f  Road and Ring t r a i t s .  As he-once w ro te ,
" th ey  a re  made by man in h is  own image and l ik e n e s s ;  
but f re e d  from th o se  l im i ta t io n s  which he f e e l s  most 
to  p re s s  upon him. They a re  im m ortal, and t h e i r  w ill  
i s  d i r e c t l y  e f f e c t iv e  fo r  th e  achievem ent o f im agina­
t io n  and d e s i r e . " 14 And f a n ta s y  i t s e l f ,  "commanding 
Secondary B e l ie f ,"  i s  "a kind o f e lv is h  c r a f t "  ("F S ," 
p .4 9 ) . Thus, Frodo le a rn s  t h a t  th e  c o u n s e lf  o f  E lves 
"w ill say  both  no and yes" ( I ,123) a t  th e  same tim e , 
and Sam f in d s  them "so o ld  and young, and so gay and 
sad" ( I ,1 2 7 ). T his E lv ish  paradox i s  e s p e c ia l ly  e v i ­
den t in  G a la d r ie l ,  as Sam 's p o e t ic  "nonsense" d e s c r ib e s  
h e r: "Hard as d i'm o n d s , s o f t  a s  m oo n lig h t. Warm as 
s u n l ig h t ,  co ld  as f r o s t  in  th e  s t a r s "  ( I I ,3 6 5 ). And 
Faram ir r i g h t l y  c a p tu re s  her d i a l e c t i c a l  n a tu re  w ith  
th e  same oxymoron T o lk ien  u ses  f o r  F a e r ie  i t s e l f ,  
" p e r i lo u s ly  f a i r "  ( I I ,366) . Indeed , such e lv is h  
C h ild ren  o f th e  T w ilig h t en jo y  th e  b e s t  o f both  w orld s: 
"They do not f e a r  th e  R in g w ra ith s ,"  e x p la in s  G andalf,
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" fo r  th o se  who have dw elt in  th e  B lessed  Realm l i v e  a t  
once in  both w o rld s , and a g a in s t  both  th e  Seen and th e  
Unseen th e y  have g re a t  power" ( I ,2 9 4 ). C o nsequen tly , 
L egolas e p ito m iz es  a harmonic Road-Ring rhythm  because 
h is  in te r n a l  and e x te rn a l  l i f e ,  h is  memory and m otion , 
a re  both synchronous and synonymous: " r e s t in g  h is  mind 
in  th e  s tra n g e  p a th s  o f  e lv is h  dream s, even as  he 
walked open-eyed in  th e  l i g h t  o f t h i s  w orld" ( I I ,3 7 ) .
T h is b r in g s  us to  th e  ta s k  o f  g e n e r a l ly  d e f in in g  
Road and Ring te n d e n c ie s  b e fo re  p lo t t in g  th e  geom etry 
o f  t h e i r  d i a l e c t i c a l  c o n f ig u r a t io n s .  Indeed T o lk ien  
u n d e rsc o re s  t h e i r  im portance by r e p e a te d ly  c a p i t a l i z in g  
th e  R in  both w ords, su g g e s tin g  th a t  th e r e  i s  one a rc h e -  
typaT  Road and Ring r e f l e c te d  in  numerous secondary  
f ig u r e s ,  j u s t  as th e re  i s  one u n iv e rs a l P a t te r n  r e ­
f le c te d  in  v a r io u s  in d iv id u a l p a t t e r n s .  In h is  poem 
on "M ythopoesis" d e d ic a te d  to  C .S. Lew is, T o lk ien  con­
v e r t s  such P la to n ism  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty  by b le s s in g :
Man, S u b -c re a to r ,  th e  r e f r a c te d  L igh t
th rough  whom i s  s p l in te r e d  from a s in g le  White
to  many hues, and e n d le s s ly  combined
in  l iv in g  shapes t h a t  move from mind to  mind 
("F S ,"  p . 54 ).
And th e  " l iv in g  shapes" o f  th e  One Ring and th e  Road 
t h a t  Goes Ever On a re  d u p lic a te d  on alm ost every  page 
o f th e  t r i l o g y  and p ro v id e  th e  most profound example 
o f T o lk ie n 's  d i a l e c t i c a l  im a g in a tio n . In f a c t ,  th e  
R in g 's  jo u rn ey  on th e  Road to  th e  Crack o f Doom, 
w hether s ta g e  c e n te r  o r  behind th e  sc e n e s , i s  c e r t a in l y  
th e  m ajor i n t e r e s t  in  The Lord o f th e  R in g s : "w ith  
every  s te p  tow ards th e  g a te s  o f Mordor Frodo f e l t  th e  
Ring on i t s  ch a in  abou t h is  neck grow more burdensome" 
( I I ,3 0 0 ). And t h i s  geom etric  s tr u g g le  p ro g re s s iv e ly  
i n t e n s i f i e s  a t  th e  c r u c ia l  ju n c tu r e s  when F ro d o 's  l i n ­
ea r f in g e r  in t e r s e c t s  th e  R in g 's  c i r c l e :  "a f in g e r  s t i l l  
t h r u s t  w ith in  i t s  c i r c l e "  ( I I I ,2 7 5 ).
As su g g e s ted , th e  v a r ie ty  o f  ro ad s  (p lu s  i t s  syn­
onyms, path ' o r way) and r in g s  (and i t s  a n a lo g u e s , 
c i r c l e  o r h o le ) i s  s ta g g e r in g ,  but th e  e p i th e t s  a s s o c i ­
a ted  w ith  th e s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i t e r a r y  f ig u r e s  de term ine  
t h e i r  s ig n i f ic a n c e  so n a tu r a l ly  and u n o b tru s iv e ly  as 
to  go e a s i l y  u n n o tic e d . Thus th e  c e n tr a l  " long  grey  
road" ( I I I ,384) can bend in to  an "open road" ( I I I ,5 6 ) ,  
and " a n c ie n t path" ( I I ,4 2 3 -2 4 ) , o r  a "b ea ten  path" 
( I I ,2 4 1 ) , b e s id e s  tu rn in g  in to  a "d o u b tfu l way" ( I I I ,  
260) o r  "c loven  way" ( I I ,3 3 9 ) , o r  form ing a c ro s s ro a d s  
o r "way-m eeting" ( I I I ,2 3 6 ). In c o n te x t ,  each ty p e  of 
road re c o rd s  s u b t le  th e m a tic  s h i f t s  in  s i f n i f i c a n c e .
I t  can be benevo len t as " th e  p a th  o f  wisdom" ( I ,3 3 9 ), 
" r ig h t  road" ( I I I ,2 2 1 ) , o r " s a fe  road" ( I ,5 2 6 ). But 
i t  may a lso  appear om inously as a "m is lead in g  path" 
( I ,161) o r  "dangerous road" ( I I ,4 2 3 ) , o r m a le v o le n tly  
s e n t ie n t  as an " e v il  road" ( I I ,3 8 9 ) , "d ead ly  road" 
( I I I ,6 7 ) ,  "p a th  o f d e s p a ir"  ( I ,3 5 2 ) , o r  "hard c ru e l 
road" ( I I I ,2 6 1 ). The r in g  p a t te r n  does not seem q u ite  
so v a r ia b le ,  but i t s  s ig n i f ic a n c e  i s  a c tu a l ly  more com­
p l ic a t e d .  There i s ,  o f c o u rse , th e  One "Ring o f Doom" 
( I I I ,286) which f in d s  lin k e d  a n a lo g ie s  in  a h o s t i l e  
" r in g  o f  fo e s"  ( I I I ,115) and "gold r in g s "  in  th e  e a rs  
o f th e  "wicked Men" ( I I ,321) o f  M ordor, but a ls o  in  th e  
h e ro ic  " r in g  of h o b b its "  ( I I I ,358) which f i n a l l y  d e ­
fends th e  S h ire . The W atcher in  th e  Water o u ts id e  
Moria sends o u t " g re a t  r in g s "  ( I ,395) o f th re a te n in g  
r i p p l e s ,  and fo reb o d in g  dark  shadows o f te n  " e n c irc le "  
th e  F ellow sh ip  ( I ,2 6 2 ); but th e r e  a re  a lso  th e  s a fe ­
guard ing  c i r c u l a r  w a lls  o f  Minas T i r i t h ,  a f re q u e n t 
" g re a t r in g  o f t r e e s "  ( I I I ,196) w herein to  r e s t  from 
road w e a rin e ss , and f i n a l l y  th e  b i t te r s w e e t  " c i r c l e s  
o f  th e  w orld" ( I I I ,4 2 8 ), whose m orta l boundaries 
must be ac ce p te d . L a s t ly ,  as Sam's ty p ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n
o f Mount Doom s u g g e s ts ,  th e  road  and th e  r in g  o f te n  
combine n a t u r a l ly  in  th e  t e x t :  "above him he saw p l a in ­
ly  a path  o r ro a d . I t  clim bed l i k e  a r i s i n g  g i r d le  
from th e  w est and wound sn a k e lik e  abou t th e  M ountain, 
u n t i l  b e fo re  i t  went round o u t o f view i t  reached  th e  
fo o t  o f  th e  cone upon i t s  e a s te rn  s id e "  ( I I I ,2 6 9 ). In 
a m eaningful s e n se , t h i s  kind o f p a t te rn e d  geom etry , o r 
" e a r th  m easurem ent," i s  p r o le p t i c ;  i t  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  
cues and f i g u r a t i v e ly  c lu e s  s ig n i f i c a n t  a c tio n  in  th e  
books. T hus, th e  Road and th e  Ring a re  th e  u l t im a te  
emblems o f  o n e 's  d e s t in y  in  M id d le -e a rth  as t h e i r  p a t ­
te rn  "he ld  on i t s  own su re  co u rse  and guided them 
[Frodo, Sam, and Gollum] by th e  s w i f t e s t  way" ( I I ,3 2 6 ). 
B ut, as we w ill  s e e ,  t h e i r  d i a l e c t i c  can a ls o  re v e a l 
rhythm s o f f r e e  w i l l ' s  conquest o f f a t e .
Put most s im p ly , th e  Road and th e  Ring a re  mea­
su re s  o f biorhythm s which r e f l e c t  la r g e r  cosm ic rhythm s: 
th e  Road provokes a c t io n ,  th e  Ring p ro v id e s  contem ­
p la t io n .  The Road i s  an a g g re s s iv e  o f fe n s e ;  th e  Ring 
i s  a p r o te c t iv e  d e fe n se , a p o s tu re  o f r e s t  and re c o v e ry . 
The Road g e n e ra l ly  p ro v id es  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  p i t y ,  th e  
Ring f o r  power and p r id e .  A gain , th e s e  te n d e n c ie s  
shou ld  c o u n te rb a la n c e  one a n o th e r : "a generous deed 
should  no t be checked by co ld  co u n se l"  ( I I I ,3 5 ) ;  and, 
" th o se  who w ish to  c o n tin u e  th e  Q uest must harden t h e i r  
h e a r ts "  ( I ,4 7 5 ). The Road fo c u se s  i t s  a t t e n t io n  on th e  
p r e s e n t ,  th e  Ring on u n d e rs ta n d in g  and remembering th e  
le s so n s  o f th e  p a s t  and p lan n in g  f o r  th e  f u tu r e .  The 
Road co n n o tes  p ro fa n e , m utab le e x p e r ie n c e , th e  Ring 
e t e r n a l l y  sa c red  r i t u a l .  T o lk ien  n ic e ly  adum brates 
many o f  th e s e  v a lu e s  in  d e s c r ib in g  th e  rhythm s o f  th e  
s p l in te r e d  F e llo w sh ip 's  jo u rn e y  to  H elm 's Deep:
N ight c lo se d  about them. At l a s t  th e y  
h a l te d  to  make t h e i r  camp. They had r id d en  
f o r  some f iv e  hours and were f a r  o u t upon th e  
w estern  p la in ,  y e t more than  h a l f  t h e i r  jo u rn ey  
la y  s t i l l  b e fo re  them . In a g re a t  c i r c l e ,  under 
th e  s t a r r y  sky and th e  waxing moon, th e y  now 
made t h e i r  b iv o u ac . They l i t  no f i r e s ,  f o r  th e y  
were u n c e r ta in  o f  e v e n ts ;  but th e y  s e t  a r in g  
o f mounted guards about them , and sc o u ts  rode 
o u t f a r  ahead , p ass in g  l ik e  shadows in  th e  fo ld  
o f th e  la n d . The slow n ig h t passed  w ith o u t 
t id in g s  o r a la rm . At dawn th e  horns sounded 
and w ith in  an hour th e y  took th e  road a g a in . 
( I I ,1 6 6 ).
Here th e  tim e f o r  r e s t  from  th e  o rd e a ls  o f th e  
road and , presum ably , co n tem p la tio n  o f  f u tu r e  "ev en ts"  
i s  s ig n a le d  by th e  " r in g "  and " g re a t  c i r c l e "  as much 
as i t  i s  by th e  accompanying n i g h t f a l l .  Or b e t t e r ,  
n ig h t f a l l  i s  th e  cue f o r  abandoning d iu rn a l p ro g re ss  
on th e  l in e a r  road and em bracing s t a t i c  r e s t  in  a 
c i r c u l a r  p o s tu re .  As P ip p in  once s u g g e s ts ,  " th e  road 
goes on fo re v e r  . . . but I c a n ' t  w ith o u t a r e s t "  ( I ,  
109). O ften  in  th e  t r i l o g y  such c i r c u l a r i t y  i s  e v i ­
d en t in  p a ire d  f ig u re s  o f tu n n e ls  and to w e rs , s in c e  
l ik e  th e  com plem entary hem ispheres o f  The Mountain 
C aradhras and th e  caves o f M oria, both  concave and 
convex s t r u c tu r e s  c irc u m sc rib e  and im m obilize t h e i r  
d e n iz e n s . At any r a t e ,  each c o n s te l l a t i o n  o f geom etric  
v a lu es  has i t s  seaso n . When com bined, t h e i r  p a t te r n  
i s  most n a t u r a l ,  as suggested  here by th e  " s ta r r y  sky" 
and "waxing moon," which no t o n ly  imply d ark n ess  com­
plem enting  l ig h t  and change re so lv e d  w ith  perm anence, 
but a ls o  a kind o f m ythic alignm ent w ith  both th e  S ta r -  
Queen, E lb e re th  G i l th o n ie l ,  and th e  g re a t  luminous t r e e  
T e lp e r io n , darkened by Melkor but p a r t i a l l y  re k in d le d  
in  th e  moon. Thus, th e  union o f Road and Ring a n t i c i ­
p a te s  F ro d o 's  prom ise o f  th e  union o f  L igh t and Dark 
a f t e r  th e  a p o c a ly p tic  crowning o f th e  King: "Now not
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day on ly  s h a ll  be be lo v ed , but n ig h t too  s h a l l  be beau­
t i f u l  and b le ssed  and a l l  i t s  f e a r  p ass away!" ( I I I , 
310). M oreover, th e  n a tu ra l  p ro g re ss  o f  th e  heavenly  
sp h eres  a c ro ss  th e  firm am ent c re a te d  a P a tte rn  rep e a te d  
in th e  p a t te r n  o f t h i s  b iv o u ac , as i t  i s  in  th e  R in g 's  
p ro g re ss  on th e  Road. Indeed , th e  R id ers  o f Rohan 
n a tu r a l ly  a t ta c k  o res  in  th e  b a t t l e  fo rm a tio n  o f "a 
running  c i r c l e "  ( I I ,4 1 ) . ( I t  should a ls o  be noted  here 
t h a t ,  miming th e  macrocosmic P a t te r n ,  T o lk ie n 's  a r c h i ­
te c tu r e  and c i ty s c a p e s  in  th e  mesocosm of M id d le -e a rth , 
e s p e c ia l ly  a t  a founding  c i t y  l ik e  Minas T i r i t h ,  o f te n  
adopt th e  ground p lan  of th e  q u a d ra ti  c i r c u l i , o r 
squared c i r c l e ,  which g e o m e tr ic a lly  combines roads 
and r in g s  much l ik e  la rg e r  v e rs io n s  of h is  m icrocosm ic 
h e ra ld ic  d e v ic e s .15 ) F in a l ly ,  " a t dawn," th e  F ellow ­
sh ip  must break th e  c i r c l e  and n a tu r a l ly  ta k e  " to  th e  
road a g a in ."
U n n a tu ra lly , however, i s o la te d  r in g  c h a ra c te r s  
lack in g  t r u e  fe l lo w s h ip ,  l ik e  th e  com placent h o b b its  
in t h e i r  ho les o r th e  proud , power-mad O enethor in  h is  
tow er, f a i l  to  break th e i r  c i r c l e ,  ta k e  to  th e  ro ad , 
and p r a c t ic e  i t s  v a lu e s . They rem ain s ta g n a n t and do 
not grow or change. In th e  ex trem e, such a p o la r iz e d  
s t a s i s  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  p e r s o n if ie d  both in  th e  " p r id e  and 
ro o ted  wisdom" o f th e  dark t r e e s  o f th e  Old F o re s t who 
a re  " f i l l e d  w ith  a h a tre d  o f th in g s  th a t  go f r e e  upon 
th e  e a r th "  ( I ,180-81) and a lso  in  th a t  d eep -ro o ted  
m ountain C aradhras th e  C ru e l, who has " l i t t l e  love fo r  
th o se  th a t  go on two le g s"  ( I ,3 7 8 ). Even th e  u n p re d ic t­
ab le  huorns t h a t  Fangorn m a rsh a lls  bear a q u a l i f ie d  
an im o sity  toward road c h a r a c te r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  o r e s ,
" th a t  go on two le g s"  ( I I ,1 9 3 ). And th e  Evil Eye, who 
is  p re f ig u re d  in th e  e q u a lly  c i r c u l a r  Mouth o f Sauron, 
a n a c h r o n is t ic a l ly  d e s i r e s  to  a r r e s t  h i s t o r i c a l  p ro g re ss  
toward th e  F ourth  Age and r e g r e s s  to  a ben igh ted  cy c le  
l ik e  th e  Dark Second Age. No wonder th a t  O rthanc , th e  
"rin g ed "  tower of r a t i o c in a t iv e  Saruman, means both 
"Mount Fang" and "Cunning Mind" in d i f f e r e n t  tongues 
( I I ,2 0 4 ). Less h a rm fu lly , but s t i l l  u n n a tu ra l ly ,  a 
p o la r iz e d  road c h a ra c te r  becomes a "s to n e  doomed to
r o l l in g "  ( I I I ,3 4 0 ) , th a t  i s ,  uprooted  and u n r e f le c t iv e ,  
l i k e  th e  brawny w a rr io r  Boromir who d e s i r e s  th e  Ring 
on ly  f o r  i t s  m i l i t a r y  m igh t. T o lk ien  w h im sica lly  s a t ­
i r i z e s  t h i s  kind o f  d e ra c in a te d  c h a r a c te r  in  h is  m usi­
ca l poem " E rra n try "  as  one who "must d e p a r t aga in  and 
s t a r t  aga in  h is /g o n d o la , f o r  ever s t i l l  a m essenger, a 
p a sse n g e r, a / t a r r i e r ,  a ro v ing  as a f e a th e r  d o e s ,/a  
w eather d r iv e n  m a r in e r ." 16
In th e  p lo t  s t r u c tu r e  o f The Lord of th e  R in g s, 
more th an  anywhere e l s e ,  th e  genera l growth p o te n t ia l  
m easured by T o lk ie n 's  s o lid  geom etry i s  most c l e a r . 17
In f a c t ,  th e  "Q uest" t r u l y  beg ins w ith  B i lb o 's  famous 
Road Song ( I ,1 1 0 ) , o r b e t t e r ,  r e c u r r in g  Hymn, which 
c o n s e c ra te s  th e  co rresp o n d en ces between th e  Way, th e  
T ru th  and th e  L ig h t. T o lk ie n 's  gospel i s  t h a t  each 
o f us must no t h ib e rn a te  e t e r n a l l y  in  our dark h o les  
to  be p lagued and e v e n tu a lly  damned by th e  tu n n e l v i ­
sion  o f  such an o s t r i c h  p o s tu re . R a th e r, we must ta k e  
up our burden and "must fo llo w " our own a u th e n tic  d e s ­
t i n y ,  th e  w inding Road o f l i f e  i t s e l f .  As M ircea 
E lia d e  p u ts  i t ,  "Those who have chosen th e  Q uest, th e  
road th a t  le ad s  to  th e  C e n te r, must abandon any kind 
o f fam ily  and s o c ia l  s i t u a t i o n ,  any 'n e s t , '  and devo te 
them selves w holly  to  'w a lk in g ' tow ard th e  supreme 
t r u t h . " 1 8  w ith  Frodo th e  W alker, th e n , one must hum­
b ly  w h isp e r, "I w ill  ta k e  th e  Ring . . . though I do 
not know th e  way" ( I I ,3 5 4 ). In e ty m o lo g ica l te rm s , 
one must ad + v e n io , move ou t toward som ething new, or 
make an ad v e n tu re . Even f o r  Sam 's pony B i l l ,  once 
m is tre a te d  by B il l  Ferny a t  B ree , " th e  jo u rn ey  in  th e  
w ild  . . . seem[ed] so much b e t te r  th an  i t s  form er 
l i f e "  ( I ,2 6 7 ). In The H o b b it, B ilbo  Baggins lea rn ed  
w ell G a n d a lf 's  le sso n  th a t  " th e re  is  always more about 
you than  anyone ex p e c ts"  (H, p .258) i f  you w ill  on ly  
t e s t  and a c tu a l iz e  t h i s  in n e r  t r e a s u r e  by making a 
jo u rn ey  to  new e x p e r ie n c e s ; in  A ra g o rn 's  w ords, i f  you 
"w ill ad v en tu re  i t .  No o th e r  road w ill  se rv e"  ( I I I ,6 6 ) . 
In th e  u n f in ish e d  t a l e  o f "A ldarion  and E re n d is ,"  th e  
e a r ly  u n fa lle n  Númenórea n s  even so le m n ifie d  ad v e n tu res  
and "formed th e  G uild o f V e n tu re rs , t h a t  a f te rw a rd s  
was renowned" (U T ,p .l7 6 ) . And a f t e r  B ilbo  le a rn s  on 
" th e  path  o f wisdom" th a t  n o th in g  v en tu red  is  indeed 
no th ing  g a in e d , he p r a c t ic e s  no s e l f - c e n te r e d  t r e a s u r e  
hoard ing  and "no tunnel-m ak ing" ( I ,4 6 ) ,  though h is  in ­
s u la r  and m a t e r i a l i s t i c  b ir th d a y  g u e s ts  s t i l l  d e r id e  
" th e  absurd  ad v e n tu res  o f  h is  m y ste rio u s  jo u rn ey "  ( I ,  
53 ).19 C onsequen tly , i t  i s  p o e t ic  j u s t i c e  th a t  many 
o f them are  e v e n tu a lly  im prisoned in  th e  "o ld  s to ra g e -  
tu n n e ls "  o r "Lockholes" by Sharkey-Sarum an, who him­
s e l f  d o e s n 't  "go o u ts id e  th e  grounds" ( I I I ,3 5 6 ) ,
" d o e s n 't  hold w ith  fo lk  moving about" ( I I I ,3 4 7 ) , and 
e r e c ts  b a r r i e r s  rea d in g  "NO ROAD" ( I I I ,3 4 6 ). The 
newly crowned A ragorn , t h a t  nominal road s t r i d e r , how­
e v e r , "w ill soon put th e  roads in  o rd e r"  ( I I I ,330) and 
pave th e  way fo r  new a d v e n tu r in g . Thus a t  th e  o u ts e t ,  
Sam f e e l s  " h is  o ld  l i f e  la y  behind in  th e  m is ts ,  dark  
ad v en tu re  lay  in  f ro n t"  ( I ,1 4 2 ); and f i n a l l y  a t  th e  
end o f  th e  ro a d , B u tte rb u r com plim ents th e  once lowly 
h o b b its :  "y o u 'v e  come back changed from your t r a v e l s  
and you look now l ik e  fo lk s  as can dea l w ith  tro u b le s  
ou t o f hand ." And G andalf seconds th e  m otion: "You 
a re  grown up now. Grown indeed very  h ig h ; among th e  
g re a t you a r e ."  But s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  Gandalf a lso  i s  
w ise enough to  know i t  i s  now tim e to  r e s t  h is  own ex­
em plary "running  c i r c l e "  a t  Tom B om badil's  c ircum ­
sc rib e d  kingdom: "He i s  a m o ss -g a th e re r , and I have 
been a s to n e  doomed to  r o l l i n g .  But my r o l l i n g  days 
a re  ending" ( I I I ,3 3 9 -4 0 ).
More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a l i t e r a r y  v e c to r  a n a ly s is  o f 
th e  t r i l o g y 's  s t r u c tu r e  must p lo t  th e  e p iso d ic  and 
s ta d ia l  developm ent o f th e  road as i t  wends i t s  co u rsin g  
and o f te n  s p l i t  path  r e l e n t l e s s l y  eastw ard  and then
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back westward in .r e c u r r in g  geom etric  p a t te r n s  more than  
1800 m ile s  lo n g .20 David M. M ille r  g e n e ra lly  rec o g ­
n iz e s  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  m etaphor when he w r i te s ,  " th e  
s e t t in g  of th e  th r e e  volumes i s  th e  ro a d , a s e t t in g  
len d in g  i t s e l f  e s p e c ia l ly  w ell to  th e  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c ­
tu r e  o f  th e  p ic a re sq u e  n o v e l. Down t h i s  road a cen­
t r a l  c h a ra c te r  moves th rough  ad v en tu re  a f t e r  a d v e n tu re , 
perhaps le a rn in g  and m aturing  as he g o es , but encoun­
te r in g  each e x p e rien c e  e s s e n t i a l l y  a f r e s h . "21 The 
la r g e s t  of th e s e  p a t te r n s  jo in s  road and r in g  as the  
path  e a s t  f i n a l l y  c i r c l e s  back w est in  a " th e re  and 
back ag a in "  cu rve com pleted by Sam's f i n a l  w ords, "W ell, 
I 'm  back" ( I I I , 3 8 5 ) .22 The p o in t here  i s  th a t  th e  Nine 
W alkers cannot le a rn  o r earn  th e  i l lu m in a tin g  wisdom 
o f th e  West u n le ss  th e y  f i r s t  su rre n d e r  t h e i r  innocence 
and a s s im ila te  th e  dark  ex p e rien c e  o f  th e  E a s t. As th e  
e l f  Gelm ir t e l l s  th e  human Tuor in U nfin ished  T a le s , 
"Through darkness  one may come to  th e  l ig h t "  i f  o n e 's  
f e e t  a re  "guided on th e  r ig h t  road" (U T ,p .21 ). And 
B ilbo  humorously employs th e  same geom etric  f ig u r e  to  
su g g est t h a t  h is  e a r l i e r  i t i n e r a r y  from ch ildhood  to  
m a tu r ity  in  The H obbit was a s t r a i g h t e r ,  e a s ie r  path 
than  F ro d o 's  p re se n t co u rse  from m a tu r i ty  to  o ld  age 
and beyond: "I e v id e n tly  came back by much too  s t r a i g h t  
a road from my t r i p .  I th in k  Gandalf m ight have shown 
me round a b i t "  ( I I I ,3 2 8 ). But then  aga in  a t  Loth- 
16 rien  G a la d r ie l muses th a t  th e re  i s  "a road th a t  has 
no r e tu rn in g "  ( I ,4 8 5 ), and th u s  Frodo d isc o v e rs  th a t  
" th e re  i s  no r e a l  going back. Though I may come to  th e  
S h ire ,  i t  w il l  not seem th e  same; f o r  I s h a l l  no t be 
th e  same" ( I I I ,3 3 1 ). That i s ,  one canno t b ack track  
or r e t r a c e  o n e 's  s te p s  home a g a in - -o n e 's  innocence (and 
perhaps even o n e 's  l i f e )  is  always s a c r i f ic e d  du ring  
th e  jo u rn e y . Some th in g s  a re  u t t e r l y  l o s t ,  w h ile  o th e rs  
a re  e t e r n a l l y  gained  by p ass in g  th rough  th e  s ta g e s  of 
th e  Q uest. As T o lk ien  p ro c la im s in  "On F a ir y -S to r ie s " :
The p ro ce ss  o f growing o ld e r  is  no t n e c e s s a r i ly  
a l l i e d  to  growing w ick ed er, though th e  two do 
o f te n  happen to g e th e r .  C h ild ren  a re  meant to  
grow up, and no t to  become P e te r  Pans. Not 
to  lo se  innocence and wonder, but to  proceed 
on th e  app o in ted  jo u rn e y : th a t  jo u rn ey  upon 
which i t  i s  c e r t a in l y  not b e t te r  to  t r a v e l  hope­
f u l l y  than  to  a r r i v e ,  though we must t r a v e l  
h o p e fu lly  i f  we a re  to  a r r iv e .  But i t  i s  one 
o f th e  le s so n s  of f a i r y  s to r i e s  . . . t h a t  on 
c a llo w , lum pish , and s e l f i s h  youth p e r i l ,  
so rrow , and th e  shadow o f d ea th  can bestow 
d ig n i ty ,  and even sometimes wisdom (p p .4 4 -4 5 ).
O ften T o lk ien  c o n v e n ie n tly  la b e ls  th e  la rg e r  
road and r in g  p a t te r n s  w ith  p h rase s  l i k e  " th e  next 
s ta g e  of t h e i r  jo u rn ey "  ( I I ,2 7 6 ) , " th e  l a s t  d e s p e ra te  
s ta g e  of h is  jo u rn ey "  ( I I I ,2 4 1 ) , o r " th e  l a s t  s ta g e  of 
th e  Q uest" ( I ,5 2 6 ). Sometimes th o se  cues even suggest 
a s e c u la r  Way o r S ta t io n s  o f  th e  C ro ss , th e  c r i t i c a l  
e x p e rie n c e s  C h r is t  s u f fe re d  on th e  road to  His C ru c i­
f ix io n  a t  C a lv a ry , which T o lk ie n 's  C a th o lic  l i t u r g y  
observes w ith a fo rm a liz ed  p e n i te n t ia l  r i t u a l .  More 
a p p r o p r ia te ly ,  I th in k ,  th e  growth p a t te r n s  shared 
in  d i f f e r e n t  d eg rees by a l l  th e  members o f th e  Fellow  
sh ip  r e f l e c t  th e  r e la te d  s ta g e s  of th e  w aste land  
q u es t fo r  p u r i f i c a t io n  and w holeness, which i s  com­
p le te d  by th e  f in a l  r e u n i f ic a t i o n  o f g r a i l  and lan ce  
and th e  d isc o v e ry  o f a "H ealing  King" l ik e  Aragorn " th e  
Renewer" ( I I I ,1 6 9 ) , who w ill  " re b u ild  and renew and 
remove a l l  th e  s c a rs  o f war and th e  memory o f th e  d a rk ­
ness" ( I I I ,3 0 6 ) .23 The l in e a r  lance  and c i r c u la r  cup 
a re  rep e a te d  in  A ra g o rn 's  in h e r i te d  " to k en [s ]  o f our 
k in s h ip ,"  th e  " r in g  o f B a rah ir"  and "sh ard s  of N a rs il"  
( I I I ,4 2 1 ), th e  sword to  be r e fo rg e d , and in F ro d o 's  
them atic  fu s io n  of road p i ty  and r in g  power, " s te rn  
p ity "  ( I I ,2 8 5 ).
I t  is  d u rin g  th e  p a tte rn e d  s ta g e s  o f th e  Quest 
th a t  t h i s  fu s io n  p ro g re s s iv e ly  deve lops as th e  road 
in te r s e c t s  e p is o d ic a l ly  w ith  a s e r ie s  o f r in g e d , o c c u lt  
kingdoms o r  tem pting  h o les  o f te n  locked by g a te s .  These 
c i r c u l a r  b a r r i e r s ,  l ik e  th e  mound o f th e  Barrow Wights 
o r th e  Ring o f Ise n g a rd , re p re s e n t  t e s t in g  powers of 
in c re a s in g  s tre n g th  whose v i r tu e s  must be overcome and 
a s s im ila te d  so th a t  th e  W alkers, and p a r t i c u la r l y  
Frodo, can grow through  s ta g e s  o f develop ing  prow ess. 
Thus, su c c e ss fu l road passage th rough  each su c ce ss iv e  
r in g  o rd ea l un locks th e  re p re sse d  dark power and domes­
t i c a t e s  i t  by ch an n elin g  i t  outward in  th e  form of 
g r e a te r  p i ty  o r  " s te r n  p i ty . "  For exam ple, p a ss iv e  
Frodo must be saved from drowning by Sam near th e  
" lo ck [ed ] . . . door" ( I ,165) o f Old Man W illow, an 
image of n a tu ra l  f o rc e ;  he i s  more a g g re ss iv e  and c a l l s  
f o r  help  in s id e  th e  tu n n e l o f th e  p r e te rn a tu r a l  Barrow 
W ights; he s ta b s  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l Nazgû l near " th e  
ru in ed  c i r c l e "  ( I ,254) o f W eathertop ; and scram bling  
from th e  c a p t iv a t in g  cosmic m alevolence of The Eye a t  
" th e  wide f l a t  c i r c l e "  o f " th e  H ill o f th e  Eye" when 
" th e  Ring was upon him" ( I ,5 1 7 -1 8 ) , Frodo f i n a l l y  a s ­
s e r t s  h im se lf  and saves Sam from drowning. O ften , as 
a t L orien  and Rohan, th e re  i s  some a p p ro p r ia te  r i t u a l  
o f g a te -p a s s in g  a t  th e se  s a c re d , c i r c u l a r  way s to p s ;  
and as Faram ir in d ic a te s  a t  th e  hidden Window of th e  
S u n se t, p ro fan e  tim e i s  te m p o ra r ily  abandoned and "no 
s tra n g e r  . . . sh a ll  see th e  path  we now go on w ith 
open eyes" ( I I ,3 5 6 ). No wonder, th e n , th a t  th e re  i s  
a m o tif  o f "d a rin g  th e  Door" ( I I I ,85) in  th e  b o o k s  
and th a t  Saruman s e v e re ly  pun ishes th e  s e l f - 1 ib e r a t in g  
crim e o f "G ate-b reak ing" ( I I I ,3 4 3 ).
T o lk ie n 's  a t t i t u d e  toward " th e  l a s t  s ta g e"  or 
com pletion  o f th e  road q u e s t ,  however, i s  more com pli­
ca te d  and c r u c ia l .  A fte r  th e  Numenorean c u l tu r e  f e l l  
to  th e  s a ta n ic  Sauron in  th e  Second Age, " e n c irc l in g  
seas"  (S , p .354) surrounded th e  f a l l e n  u n iv e rse  now 
"made round"; and fo r  m o rta ls  (n o t E lves) th e  " S tr a ig h t  
Road" o u t o f M id d le -ea rth  to  V a lin o r, th e  p a ra d isa l 
home o f th e  a n g e lic  V a la r , p r o h ib i t iv e ly  tu rn ed  in to  a 
"ben t road" ( S ,p p .348-49). S t i l l ,  however, th e  dying 
Aragorn prom ises h is  e lf-tu rn ed -h u m an  queen, Arwen:
" l e t  us no t be overthrow n a t  th e  f in a l  t e s t ,  who of 
o ld  renounced th e  Shadow and th e  R ing. In sorrow  we 
must go , but not in  d e s p a ir .  Behold! we a re  not bound 
fo r  ever to  th e  c i r c l e s  o f th e  w orld , and beyond them 
is  more than  memory" ( I I I ,4 2 8 ). A rag o rn 's  unfounded 
but h e ro ic  hope is  in  l in e  w ith  T o lk ie n 's  own f a i t h  
th a t  th e  Road does go "ever o n ,"  th a t  both  l i f e  and 
dea th  a re  in e x h a u s t ib le  e x p e r ie n c e s , and th a t  " th e  
C onso la tion  o f th e  Happy Ending," which i s  r e a l l y  a New 
Beginning beyond th e  " c i r c le s  o f th e  w o rld ,"  i s  th e  
u lt im a te  b le s s in g  o f  F an ta sy . His gospel o f th e  "Eu- 
c a ta s t r o p h e ,"  o r "sudden joyous ' t u r n , ' "  b o ld ly  "den ies 
( in th e  fa c e  o f much ev id en c e , i f  you w i l l )  u n iv e rsa l 
f in a l  d e fe a t  and in  so f a r  i s  evangelium , g iv in g  a 
f l e e t in g  g lim pse o f Joy , Joy beyond th e  w a lls  o f  th e  
w orld , po ignan t as g r i e f . "  This a p o c a ly p tic ,  " fu g i t iv e "  
c i r c l e  may be earned on ly  a f t e r  much "sorrow  and f a i l ­
u re" on th e  ro ad , which is  "n e ce ssa ry  to  th e  jo y  of 
d e liv e ra n c e "  ( " F S ," p .68 )24 T o lk ie n 's  p o in t here is  as 
much a paradox as sq u a rin g  th e  c i r c l e ,  fo r  th e re  is  
no te rm in a l s ta g e  of l i f e ' s  "e n d le ss  p ilg rim ag e"  ( I I ,  
193); b u t, on th e  o th e r  hand, " im m o rta lity "  is  not "end­
le s s  s e r i a l  l iv in g "  ("F S ,"p .6 8 ) e i t h e r .  Rest from th e  
road is  im portan t in l i f e ,  y e t as th e  sh o r t t a l e  "Leaf 
By N iggle" p ro m ises , th e re  is  always a new span o f road 
in e t e r n i ty  a " f u r th e r  s ta g e"  beyond th e  e n c ir c l in g  
M ountains.25 Before he f i n a l l y  dozes o f f ,  B i lb o 's  
l a s t  Road Song a t  R ivendell ch a n ts  t h i s  paradox:
The Road goes ever on and on
Out from th e  door where i t  began,
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Now f a r  ahead th e  Road has gone,
Let o th e rs  fo llo w  i t  who c a n !
Let them a jou rney  new b e g in ,
But I a t  l a s t  w ith  weary f e e t
W ill tu rn  tow ards th e  l ig h te d  in n ,
My e v e n in g - re s t  and s le e p  to  meet ( I I I ,3 2 9 ).
The re p e a te d  p a t te r n  o f th e  c ro ss ro a d s  o r "way- 
meet" f u r th e r  co m p lic a te s  T o lk ie n 's  s o lid  geom etry.
This m o tif  o f th e  "ch o ice  o f roads" ( I I , 238) works 
toward a th em atic  in te r s e c t io n  o f freedom  and f a t e  
th a t  allow s one to  ac ce p t humbly th e  common d e s tin y  
of a l l  l i f e  forms w hile  s t i l l  f r e e ly  " fo rc in g  a path" 
( I ,3 8 1 ), o r m arching to  o n e 's  own unique drum beat. 
Sometimes th e  ch o ice  i s  between v e r t i c a l  p a th s ,  w hether, 
fo r  exam ple, to  ascend C aradhras o r descend in to  M oria. 
T o lk ie n 's  usual counsel is  th a t  t r u e  h u m ility  demands 
f a l l i n g  b efo re  one can r i s e .  As B ilbo r e v e a ls  to  th e  
dwarves a t  Lonely M ountain, " th e  on ly  way o u t i s  down" 
(H ,p .2 2 4 ). In f a c t ,  th e  d escen t in to  th e  dark  bowels 
o f Moria is  an e n l ig h te n in g  e x p lo ra tio n  o f both h e ll 
and th e  unconsc ious, and th e  jo u rn ey  th rough  i t s  la b y ­
r in th s  and p i t s  p ro v id es  a microcosm o f T o lk ie n 's  o v e r­
a l l  road and r in g  geom etry. G andalf s e l f - s a c r i f i c i a l l y  
"chose th e  r ig h t  way" th rough  th e  mazes o f Khazad-dûm, 
y e t " i t  i s  a long way down to  th e  G ates th a t  open on 
th e  world" ( I ,4 1 0 -1 1 ). The t r a j e c t o r y  o f h is  own f a l l  
w ith  th e  Balrog in to  th e  f i e r y  p i t  and h is  consequent 
ascen sio n  up th e  a p p ro p r ia te  "unbroken s p i r a l "  o f th e  
E ndless S ta i r  ( I I ,134) i s  one c r u c ia l  example of T o l­
k ie n 's  usual b a l l i s t i c s .  His c l im a c tic  image, however, 
is  th a t  of th e  " r i s i n g ,  and f a l l i n g "  ( I I I ,275) a c tio n  
a t  th e  Crack o f Doom where th e  Road ends w ith  an a l ­
most prim al combat over th e  R ing. The complex fo rc e s  
determ in ing  w hether o r not Frodo w ill f r e e ly  a c t  ou t 
h is  f a t e  rev e a l them selves in  h is  s h i f t in g  v e r t i c a l  
p o s tu re s . He f a l l s  a t  th e  fo o t  o f O rod ru in ; but Sam, 
o f te n  seeming to  p e rso n ify  h is  m a s te r 's  "w ill pow er," 
l i f t s  and c a r r i e s  Frodo up " th e  c lim bing  road" ( I I I ,  
271). Gollum knocks him down a g a in , but he r i s e s  and 
ra c e s  th rough th e  "gaping mouth" of a "long cave or 
tunnel th a t  bored in to  th e  M oun ta in 's  smoking cone" 
( I I I ,2 7 3 -7 4 ). Frodo th en  r i s e s  and f a l l s  a number of 
tim es on th e  edge of th e  p re c ip ic e  u n t i l  h is  a l t e r  ego 
f a l l s  e t e r n a l l y  to  p e r d i t io n  w ith  th e  R ing, th e re b y  
sav ing  Middle E a rth . Frodo then  co m p le te ly  su rre n d e rs  
h is  w ill power to  Sam, who gu id es him back down th e  
"winding road" ( I I I ,281) u n t i l  th e y  both swoon to  th e  
ground. Whereupon th e  e a g le  G w aih ir, m essenger of 
Manwë , th e  m aster o f F ro d o 's  d e s t in y ,  " c i r c le d  in  th e  
a i r "  ( I I I ,282) in g re a t  s p i r a l s  and l i f t s  th e  h o b b its ,  
on ly  to  s e t  them down again  in  s a fe ty  below.
More f r e q u e n tly ,  T o lk ien  c o o rd in a te s  such e th ic a l  
geom etry w ith  th e  h o r iz o n ta l c ro s s ro a d s  which sco re  
M id d le-ea rth  and a re  u s u a lly  accompanied by a c i r c u la r  
r e t r e a t  th a t  p ro v id es an o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  d e l ib e r a t io n  
befo re  choosing th e  c o r r e c t  p a th . For exam ple, when 
th e  a l l ia n c e  f r o n t a l l y  a t ta c k s  Mordor to  d iv e r t  S au ro n 's  
a t te n t io n  from th e  R in g b ea re r, " th e  horsemen p ressed  on 
and e re  evening th e y  came to  th e  Cross Roads and th e  
g re a t r in g  o f t r e e s "  ( I I I ,1 9 6 ). A lthough th e  road 
g e n e ra lly  o f f e r s  th e  freedom of t r a d i t i o n a l  ad v e n tu re , 
w hile  th e  r in g  p ro v id es  th e  e n c ir c l in g  n e t o f d e s t in y ,  
in d iv id u a l c ircu m stan ces a re  o f te n  more com plicated  
than t h i s  sim ple paradigm . For in s ta n c e ,  a t  th e  P aths 
of th e  Dead, Aragorn a rg u e s: "We must r id e  our own 
ro a d ."  But Thgoden r e p l i e s  th a t  " I t  i s  your doom, may­
be, to  tre a d  s tra n g e  p a th s  th a t  o th e rs  d a re  not" ( I I I ,  
6 0 -6 1 ), th u s se e in g  th e  road as o n e 's  fa te d  but unique 
co u rse . Sometimes a g en era l "cou rse  [ is ]  chosen" ( I ,  
162), and "one must t r e a d  th e  p a th  th a t  need chooses" 
( I ,3 8 7 ), though "few can fo re s e e  w h ith e r t h e i r  road
w ill  lead  them , t i l l  th e y  come to  i t s  end" ( I I ,1 2 1 ). 
S t i l l ,  G ild o r inform s Frodo th a t  th e  tim e o f "ch o ice  
is  y o u rs : to  go o r w a it ,"  and he r e f u s e s  to  b e lie v e  
" th e  road w ill  prove too  hard f o r  your courage" ( I ,
123 ), th e re b y  im plying th e  v a lu e  o f  in d iv id u a l f r e e  
e f f o r t .  Faram ir s im i la r ly  upholds c h o ic e , f e e l in g  
th a t  th e  "w ise man t r u s t s  not to  chance-m eeting  on th e  
road in t h i s  land" ( I I , 337). W hile th e  Road does o f ­
te n  e n jo in  s e l f - d e f in in g  c h o ic e s ,  th e  W alkers use  t h e i r  
r e s p i t e  on th e  R iver Anduin, h e re  a winding parody 
of road v a lu e s ,  to  postpone th e  "day o f  ch o ice "  o f 
th e  t r u e  " s t r a ig h t  road o f th e  Q uest" and so to  " f lo a t  
down th e  broad t id e "  o f  th e  r iv e r - ro a d  (1 ,4 7 5 -7 6 ). 
P erh ap s, however, Tom B om badil's  b a f f l in g  e x p la n a tio n  
of re sc u in g  th e  h o b b its  near th e  w inding W ithyw indle 
b e s t a r t i c u l a t e s  th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  paradox o f  c o in c id in g  
freedom  and f a t e :  " a l l  p a th s  lead  th a t  way," but
"chance brought me th e n , i f  chance you c a l l  i t .  I t  
was no p lan  o f m ine, though I was w a itin g  f o r  you" ( I ,  
175). Less p ro fo u n d ly  but perhaps more lu c id ly ,  we 
might conclude t h a t  T o lk ien  ho lds f o r  a h e a lth y  m easure 
o f  both freedom  and f a t e ,  g race  and good w orks, in  any 
human a c t ;  but t r u e  to  h is  C a th o lic  h e r i t a g e ,  good works 
seem f i n a l l y  more s ig n i f i c a n t  and s e l f - d e f in in g  in  h is  
e th ic a l  geom etry o f ro ad s and r in g s .  In f a c t ,  F ro d o 's  
p i ty  on th e  road  f o r  Gollum saves th e  c r e a tu r e  f o r  h is  
u n w ittin g  a c t  o f redem ption  and th u s  saves Frodo him­
s e l f  from th e  s in  o f  h is  f in a l  o b se ss io n  w ith  th e  Ring. 
As E lrond d e s c r ib e s  th e  "Quest of Mount Doom," a l l  th e  
W alkers, excep t th e  R in g b e a re r, go f o r th  a s  " f r e e  com­
p an io n s , to  help  him on h is  way. You may t a r r y ,  or 
come back, o r tu rn  a s id e  in to  o th e r  p a th s ,  as chance 
a llo w s. The f u r th e r  you go, th e  l e s s  easy  i t  w ill  be 
to  w ithdraw , y e t  no o a th  or bond i s  la id  on you to  go 
f u r th e r  th an  you w i l l .  For you do n o t y e t  know th e  
s tr e n g th  o f your h e a r t s ,  and you canno t f o re s e e  what 
each may meet upon th e  road" ( I ,3 6 7 ).26
B esides p ro v id in g  th e  p a t te r n  f o r  th e  d i a l e c t i c  
between freedom  and f a t e ,  th e  Road and th e  Ring a lso  
r e f l e c t  th e  r e la te d  im portance o f  bo th  fe l lo w s h ip  and 
is o l a t i o n  in  o n e 's  l i f e .  G en e ra lly  sp e a k in g , th e  Road 
c a r r i e s  one to  en c o u n te rs  w ith  fe llo w  c r e a tu r e s :  " i t  
chanced t h a t  se v e ra l com panies came to g e th e r  a t  th e  
road -m ee tin g "  ( I I I ,2 5 6 ); w h ile  th e  Ring im poses b a r­
r i e r s  o f lo n e ly  i s o l a t i o n .  T o lk ien  sees  an in d iv id u a l 
l i f e ,  th e n , as s e r i a l  a l t e r n a t io n s  between th e  demands 
o f s o c ia l i z a t io n  and i s o l a t i o n ,  both  o f  which a re  i n t i ­
m ately  r e la te d  and can e q u a lly  e n jo in  moments o f hero ­
ism. For exam ple, in an i s o l a t i n g  in s t a n t  o f  s e l f -  
s a c r i f i c i a l  c h o ic e , P ip p in  le a v e s  h is  o re  c a p to r s  on 
th e  road to  drop h is  p re c io u s  e lven  broach in  a "wide 
shallow  d e p re ss io n "  ( I I ,65 ) as a s ig n  to  h is  t r a i l i n g  
com panions. Aragorn l a t e r  commends t h i s  u n s e l f i s h  
and l ib e r a t in g  a c t  o f  fe l lo w s h ip :  "One who canno t c a s t  
away a t r e a s u r e  a t  need i s  in  f e t t e r s "  ( I I ,2 1 5 ). Gan­
d a l f  a lso  a d v ise s  Frodo on th e  v a lue  o f  f e l lo w s h ip :  "I 
th in k  a f t e r  a l l  you may need my company on th e  Road" 
( I ,1 0 2 ); and he l a t e r  co u n se ls  th e  is o la te d  Theoden, 
who wears "a th in  golden c i r c l e t  s e t  upon h is  brow," 
th a t  " a l l  f r ie n d s  should  g a th e r  to g e th e r ,  l e s t  each 
s in g ly  be d es tro y e d "  ( I I ,1 4 8 -4 9 ). T his a l lu d e s  to  th e  
com parable d iv id e -an d -co n q u e r t r e a c h e ry  of b o th  Saruman 
en trenched  w ith in  th e  Ring o f  Isengard  and Sauron 
p e r p e tu a l ly  i s o la te d  in  h is  Dark Tower. 'S u b t ly ,  T o l­
k ien  r e l i e s  on th e  road f ig u r e  to  u n i te  th e  f o r tu n e s  
o f  th e  d iv id e d  F ellow sh ip  when, a t  th e  end o f Book I I I ,  
G andalf u rges Shadowfax on th e  road to  Minas T i r i t h  
w ith  th e  c ry  o f "Hope i s  in  speed !" ( I I ,2 6 2 ); w h ile  
a t  th e  beg inn ing  o f Book IV, a few pages l a t e r ,  a l i e n ­
a ted  Frodo lam ents ta k in g  " th e  wrong way" w ith  th e  d es­
p e ra te  and echoing c r i  de coeur o f "What hope we had 
was in  speed" ( I I ,2 6 6 ).
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The Cross-roads from The Two Towers
I t  i s  more d i f f i c u l t  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  v a lu e  o f 
i s o l a t i o n  than  th e  v a lu e  o f  fe l lo w s h ip  in The Lord of 
th e  R in g s , s in c e  so many o f T o lk ie n 's  r in g  t r o p e s  a re  
th o se  o f s e l f - i n s u l a t i n g  d e s p a ir .  In f a c t ,  a s  p a ro ­
d ie s  o f Manwe's e a g le s ,  th e  R ing-W raiths p e r s i s t e n t l y  
" c i r c l e  l ik e  v u l tu r e s ,"  and t h e i r  most d e s p e ra te  rem­
edy i s  to  have th e  " ro ad s . . . c u t"  and th e  o re s  
a t  b ese ig ed  M inis T i r i t h  c a ta p u l t  what looks l ik e  
"sm all round s h o t ,"  bu t a c tu a l ly  i s  th e  heads o f  f a l ­
len  com rades "branded w ith  th e  fo u l token  o f  th e  L id ­
le s s  Eye" ( I I I ,1 1 6 -1 7 ) . I t  i s  l i t t l e  w onder, th e n , 
th a t  t h e i r  lo rd  i s  dubbed " th e  C ap ta in  o f D espair" 
( I I I ,1 1 2 ) ,  and such p a ra ly z in g  h o r ro rs  o u ts id e  th e  
g a te s  p o rten d  D e n e th o r 's  own i s o l a t i n g  d e s p a ir  w ith in  
th e  su rro u n d ed , c i r c le d  c i t y .  M oreover, G ollum ’s road 
q u e s t ,  l i k e  th a t  o f th e  Nine r i d e r s ,  i s  a mockery of 
t r u e  a d v e n tu re , s in c e  h is  goal i s  to  p o s s e s s , no t g iv e  
up; he i s  s e l f - c e n te r e d ,  no t s e l f - s a c r i f i c i a l .  Such 
in n a te  c i r c u l a r i t y  i s  p re f ig u re d  in  h is  e a r ly ,  i s o la te d  
r e t r e a t  w ith  th e  Ring under th e  r o o ts  o f  convex moun­
t a i n s :  "he tu n n e lle d  in to  g reen  mounds; and he ceased  
to  look up a t  th e  h i l l - t o p s ,  o r th e  le a v e s  on t r e e s ,  
o r th e  f lo w e rs  opening in  th e  a i r :  h is  head and eyes 
were downward" as "he wormed h is  way l ik e  a maggot in to  
th e  h e a r t o f  th e  h i l l s "  ( I ,8 4 -8 4 ) . F aram ir l a t e r  r e ­
v i l e s  th e  symptoms o f  such a r e p r e s s iv e  r e t r e a t  from 
th e  Road: "There a re  locked doors and c lo sed  windows 
in  your m ind, and dark  rooms behind them : ( I I ,3 7 9 ). 
S t i l l ,  F ro d o 's  c o in c id in g  i s o l a t i o n  w ith in  th e  R in g 's  
"wheel o f  f i r e "  ( I I I ,272) u l t im a te ly  p u r i f i e s  him and 
th e re b y  b rin g s  f i n a l  en lig h te n m e n t. This i s  what in  
th e  Beowulf es say  T o lk ien  c e le b r a te s  as "a p o te n t but 
t e r r i b l e  s o lu t io n  in  naked w il l  and c o u ra g e ,"  s in c e  
th e  i s o l a t i n g  "wages o f heroism  is  d ea th "  ( "BCM ,"p.77). 
In h is  " ra d io  p la y ,"  The Homecoming o f  B eorh tno th  
B eo rh th e lm 's  Son, T o lk ie n 's  e x i s t e n t i a l  geom etry i s  
more e x p l i c i t l y  C h r is t ia n ,  fo r  th e  i s o l a t i n g  burden 
o f th e  Ring becomes th e r e  " th e  c ro s s  [ th a t ]  i s  heavy ,"  
which in  tu rn  becomes " th e  b o d y 's  w eighty!/D ead  men 
drag e a r t h w a r d . "27 That  i s ,  th e  road jo u rn ey  o f th e  
p a l l  b e a r e r s  i s  an image o f o n e 's  own fu n e ra l  p ro c e s ­
s io n  th rough  l i f e ,  naked o f  tr a p p in g s  b u t weighed down 
by c o r r u p t ib le  c la y ,  tow ard th e  is o la te d  s t i l l  p o in t 
o f g rave and beyond.
When Gimli b le s s e s  " th e  hand and eye o f L egolas" 
( I ,502) a f t e r  th e  e l f ' s  arrow  sh o o ts  down a NazgQl 
s te e d ,  he rem inds th e  re a d e r  th a t  T o lk ie n 's  d i a l e c t i c  
ex tends to  th e  p h y s ic a l geom etry o f  h is  c r e a tu r e s  and 
to  th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f hand-eye c o o r d in a tio n .  The 
l in e a r  arm, hand, and f i n g e r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  when w ie ld ­
ing a sw ord, p r im a r ily  p r a c t ic e  road  v a lu e s ,  28 w h ile  
th e  c i r c u la r  eye p a r t i c ip a t e s  in  r in g  them es. O ften 
T o lk ien  s t a r k l y  in te g r a te s  such im agery a s ,  f o r  exam ple, 
when th e  lo s s  o f S a u ro n 's  r in g  f in g e r  le ad s  in e lu c ta b ly  
to  h is  d isem bodied p e r s o n if ic a t io n  as th e  L id le s s  Eye, 
which extrem e fra g m e n ta tio n  i s  i t s e l f  "a lm ost l ik e  a 
f in g e r "  ( I ,5 1 9 ). Thus as B e re n 's  severed  hand c lu tc h e s  
a S ilm a r i l  to  win " th e  hand" of L u th ien  ( S ,2 2 4 ,2 2 6 ), 
so to o  anyone can s a c r i f i c e  a hand o u t o f p i ty  o r lo v e ; 
bu t l ik e  Frodo even , i f  one s in s  w ith  h is  hand, o r r in g  
f in g e r ,  i t  can be c u t o f f .  S im ila r ly ,  as G a la d r ie l 
su g g e sts  o f th e  e y e 's  v is io n a ry  power, "see in g  i s  both 
good and p e r i lo u s "  ( I ,4 7 0 ).
C onsequen tly , both hands and eyes a r t i c u l a t e  p ro ­
v o c a tiv e  body language in  th e  t r i l o g y ,  and i f  th e  d ia ­
l e c t i c  between them is  r e c ip r o c a t in g ,  th e  r e s u l t  can 
be L e g o la s 's  model o f s e l f - a c t u a l i z a t i o n .  At t h e i r  
w o rs t, hands g rasp  r a p a c io u s ly  to  p o sse ss  and hoard ; 
a t  t h e i r  b e s t ,  th e y  dem o n stra te  a f f e c t io n  l ik e  th a t  
c o n tin u o u s ly  p ra c tic e d  by Sam and Frodo: "Frodo sa id  
no th ing  but took Sam's hand and p re sse d  i t "  ( I I I ,2 4 9 ); 
and "Sam went to  him and k is se d  h is  hand" ( I I I ,  264).
In h is  f i n e s t  moment, even Gollum abandons h is  Ring 
o b se ss io n  and , se e in g  t h a t  upon th e  s le e p in g  F ro d o 's  
"w h ite  fo reh ead  la y  one o f Sam 's brown hands . . . .  
s low ly  p u t [ s ] o u t a tre m b lin g  hand, very  c a u t io u s ly  he 
touched  F ro d o 's  k n e e --b u t alm ost th e  touch  was a c a re s s "  
( I I ,4 1 1 ) . When m o tiv a ted  by v is io n  and in s i g h t ,  hands 
f i n a l l y  hold a s p i r i t u a l  and a e s th e t i c  s ig n i f ic a n c e  
f o r  T o lk ie n , what he u s u a l ly  r e f e r s  to  as t h e i r  power 
o f "m aking." Thus th e  a r t i s a n  Sador " f in g e r [ s ] "  h is  
carved  c h a ir s  and t e l l s  Túr i n  t h a t  " th e  jo y  in  th e  
making i s  t h e i r  o n ly  t r u e  end" (U T ,p .7 2 ). And in  "Myth- 
o p o e s is ,"  T o lk ien  e x p la in s  h is  a e s th e t i c  o f su b c re a tio n  
in  th e  l a s t  l i n e :  "we make s t i l l  by th e  law in which 
w e 're  made" (" F S ," p .5 4 ) . He f u r th e r  su g g e s ts  th a t  
f a n ta s y  i t s e l f  " s e e k [ s ] shared  en ric h m en t, p a r tn e r s  in 
making" from  i t s  a u d ien c e . T hat i s ,  "we make in  our 
m easure and in  our d e r iv a t iv e  mode, because we a re  
made: and no t on ly  made, bu t made in  th e  image and 
l ik e n e s s  o f a Maker" ("F S ,"  p p .5 3 ,5 5 ) . But a g a in , i t  
i s  th e  E lves who in c a r n a te ly  r e s o lv e  t h i s  s u b p a tte rn  of 
th e  ro a d - r in g  d i a l e c t i c .  As one o f  t h e i r  le a d e rs  in 
Lór ie n  d e s c r ib e s  e lv en  h a n d ic r a f t s ,  "we p u t th e  though t 
o f a l l  t h a t  we love in to  a l l  t h a t  we make" ( I ,4 7 9 ).
When m o tiv a ted  by p i ty ,  th e  eye can p ro v id e  
in s ig h t  and p ro p h e tic  v is io n  as  sug g ested  by G a la d r ie l 's  
c i r c u l a r  Well and th e  g lo b u la r  p a l a n t í r i  o r se e in g -  
s to n e s .  When d r iv e n  by p r id e  and power, on th e  o th e r  
hand, i t  becomes " th e  Eye tu rn e d  inward" ( I I I ,2 4 5 ) , a 
b ro o d in g , s e l f - c e n te r e d  c i r c l e  t h a t  i s  o f te n  a s s o c ia te d  
w ith  a devouring  mouth. Then, i t  i s  an o b je c t  o f 
"m ockery," l ik e  th e  carved  hand le  o f  o re  weapons, 
r a th e r  than  of t r u e  making: " i t  had been shaped l ik e  
a h ideous head w ith  s q u in t in g  eyes and a le e r in g  mouth" 
( I I ,1 1 7 ). O ften  such f i g u r a t i v e  geom etry i s  w r i t  la rg e  
upon th e  lan d scap e  and a r c h i t e c tu r e ,  a s ,  f o r  exam ple, 
a t  " th e  Teeth o f M ordor," whose two tow ers b u i l t  in  
" p r id e  and power" and d o tte d  w ith  "dark  w indow -holes," 
which a re  " f u l l  o f s le e p le s s  eyes" ( I I ,3 0 8 ). These 
eyes re a p p e a r in  th e  s e r i e s  o f v o y e u r is t ic  "W atchers"
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t h a t  guard o c c u l t ,  c irc u m sc rib e d  kingdoms l ik e  M oria, 
M ordor, and e s p e c ia l ly  th a t  "mouth o f d e s p a i r ,"  Torech 
Ungol ( I I ,4 2 1 ) , th e  home o f th e  "b lo a te d  bag" Shelob 
( I I ,425) w ith  her "two g r e a t  c l u s te r s  o f many-windowed 
eyes" ( I I ,4 1 9 ). When Wormtongue and th e  L id le s s  Eye 
h im se lf  in d u lg e  th e  greedy a p p e t i t e  o f such b lood- 
sw ollen  vam p ires , th e y  re v e a l i t  i s  u l t im a te ly  s e l f -  
d ev o u rin g . L ike th e  " r in g "  o f "broken bones and s k u lls "  
( I I ,328) Sam f in d s ,  can n ib a l Sauron i s  "becoming a mere 
s p i r i t  o f m alice  t h a t  gnaws i t s e l f  in  th e  shadows, but 
canno t aga in  grow o r ta k e  shape" ( I I I ,1 9 0 ). But then  
again  th e  re a d e r  must remember t h a t  th e  m outh, l ik e  th e  
eye , can be f a i r  as w ell as p e r i lo u s .  As Sam, T o lk ie n 's  
spokeshobb it f o r  n a tu ra l  c r e a tu r e  co m fo rts , c o n s ta n t ly  
preaches to  F rodo , a h e a r ty  a p p e t i t e  can save him from 
disem bodim ent in  th e  w ra ith  w orld . Thus " t a t e r s "  a re  
h is  " G a f f e r 's  d e l ig h t ,  and r a r e  good b a l l a s t  f o r  an 
empty b e l ly "  ( I I ,3 3 2 ) , f o r  "where t h e r e 's  
l i f e  t h e r e 's  hope, as my G affe r used to  sa y ; ana need 
of v i t t l e s  . . . .  You have a b i t e ,  Mr. F rodo , and then  
a b i t  o f s le ep "  ( I I ,3 9 2 ).
U nderstanding  th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  nuances between th e  
Road and th e  Ring and t h e i r  a t te n d a n t f ig u re s  can a lso  
help  th e  re a d e r  to  e v a lu a te  p ro p e r ly  T o lk ie n 's  c h a ra c ­
t e r s ,  who o f te n  re v e a l them se lves in  t h e i r  re sp o n se s  
to  t h i s  geom etry. Tom Bombadil and T reebeard  a re  p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  f in e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  examples here because 
th e y  a re  two of th e  most en ig m atic  den izens o f M iddle- 
e a r th  and o f te n  even seem g r a tu i to u s .  Both c a l l  them­
se lv e s  " th e  E ld e s t ,"  and th u s  both c o n t r ib u te  to  th e  
rep e a te d  theme o f "a ro u s in g "  or e n e rg iz in g  th e  e ld e r ly ,  
which c o r r e la te s  th e  fo r tu n e s  o f  G anda lf, Saruman, Old 
Man W illow, Théoden, and D enethor, b e s id e s  Tom and T ree- 
b eard . T o lk ien  may even be te a s in g  us in to  com paring 
th e  two s in c e  both bear th e  same i n i t i a l s .
Tom Bombadil fu n c tio n s  as a kind o f N ature god, 
o r ben ev o len t P an .29 i f  among i t s  o th e r  p r o p e r t ie s ,  
th e  Ring im p lies  th e  burden o f  s e lf - c o n s c io u s n e s s  by 
prom ising th e  u n iq u e , s e l f - in d u lg e n t  w is h - fu l f i l lm e n ts  
o f each w ea re r, Tom rem ains v i s i b ly  u n a ffe c te d  by th e  
Ring ( I ,184) because he i s  r e a l l y  p re c o n sc io u s . Thus 
h is  n a tu ra l counsel to  Frodo i s  "Take o f f  your golden 
r in g !  Your h a n d 's  more f a i r  w ith o u t i t "  ( I ,1 8 5 ). But 
one cannot c o n sc io u s ly  d is c a rd  s e lf - c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  and 
co n seq u en tly  Tom's n a tu ra l innocence is  most u n n a tu ra l 
fo r  p o s tc o n sc io u s  beings l ik e  h o b b its  and humans. He 
c o n tin u e s : "Tom must te a c h  th e  r ig h t  ro a d , and keep 
your f e e t  from w andering" ( I ,1 8 5 ), y e t Tom h im se lf  can ­
not ad v en tu re  o u ts id e  h is  own c irc u m sc rib e d  kingdom, 
which seems to  be sh r in k in g  and to  be ro o te d ,  anach­
r o n i s t i c a l l y ,  in  p a s t Ages: "Out e a s t  my knowledge 
f a i l s .  Tom is  no m aster o f R id ers  from th e  Black Land 
f a r  beyond t h i s  c o u n try ."  In th e  words o f h is  poem, 
"Tom's co u n try  ends h e re : he w ill  no t pass th e  b o rders"  
( I ,2 0 3 ). C onsequen tly , G andalf r e v e a ls  a t  th e  Council 
o f E lrond th a t  Tom " i s  w ithdrawn in to  a l i t t l e  la n d , 
w ith in  bounds th a t  he has s e t  . . . and he w ill  not 
s te p  beyond them" And then  G aldor r e a f f i rm s  th a t  th e  
"Power to  defy  ou t Enemy is  no t in  him, u n le ss  such 
power is  in  th e  e a r th  i t s e l f "  ( I ,3 4 8 ). We have a l ­
ready  heard G andalf b le s s  Tom as a " m o ss -g a th e re r ,"  and 
even h is  r e f r a in  of "Ring a ding d i l l o ! "  ( I ,179) h e r ­
a ld s  th e  environm ent o f t h i s  c u r io u s  c r e a tu r e  as a 
r e s t f u l  haven of h e a l in g ,  but he i s  c e r t a in l y  no ro ad - 
te s te d  k n ig h t e r r a n t .
T reebeard  is  a d i f f e r e n t  s to r y .  His e y e s , much 
l ik e  G a la d r i e l 's ,  r e f l e c t  h is  d e d ic a tio n  to  both th e  
memory o f  th e  p a s t  and s e rv ic e  to  th e  p re s e n t :  "One 
f e l t  as i f  th e re  was an enormous w ell behind them, 
f i l l e d  up w ith  ages o f memory, and lo n g , slow , s te ad y  
th in k in g ; but t h e i r  s u r fa c e  was s p a rk lin g  w ith  th e
p re se n t"  ( I I ,8 3 ) . Though he r e f u s e s  to  become " h a s ty ,"  
th e  Ent e v e n tu a lly  " ro u se s"  h im se lf  from  " t r e e is h "  slum­
ber and th e n , in  tu r n ,  a ro u se s  h is  dormant com rades. 
U nlike Tom, T reebeard  t e l l s  Merry and P ipp in  th a t  "Our 
ro ad s go to g e th e r"  ( I I ,9 7 ) ,  and "I can s e t  you down 
o u ts id e  my c o u n try  a t  any p o in t you choose" ( I I ,8 7 ) .
His " e n t - s t r id e s "  ( I I ,104) t r a v e l  down th e  p a th  unwea- 
r i l y  u n t i l  th e  p re d e s tin e d  " r in g "  as "round as a bowl" 
( I I ,105-06) i s  re a c h e d , and i t  i s  a p p r o p r ia te ly  tim e 
f o r  c o u n se l. Here i t  i s  dec ided  to  march to  O rthanc 
"th o u g h ,"  as th e  Ent c h a n t,  o r  " r in g in g  shou t" ( I I ,1 1 1 ), 
g o es , " Isen g ard  be r in g e d  and b a rred  w ith  doo rs of 
s to n e " ( I I ,1 1 2 ). T reebeard  b e l ie v e s  th a t  t h i s  " l a s t  
march of th e  E nts" on th e  road  i s  a w orthy s e l f - s a c r i ­
f i c e  because "we may help  th e  o th e r  p eo p les  b e fo re  we 
pass away" ( I I ,1 1 4 ). Yet Fangorn can f e e l  p i ty  fo r  
th e  ca p tu red  Saruman and Wormtongue and f r e e  them on 
th e  r o a d ;  as he t e l l s  G andalf, "You should know th a t  
above a l l  I h a te  th e  cag ing  o f l iv e  th in g s ,  and I w ill  
not keep even such c r e a tu r e s  as th e s e  caged beyond 
g re a t need" ( I I I ,3 1 9 ). He f i n a l l y  adm its th a t  "I must 
be g e t t in g  h as ty --g ro w in g  backwards tow ards y o u th , p e r ­
haps" ( I I I ,2 4 4 ). T his i s  no t r e g re s s io n  l ik e  Tom 's, 
however, but r e a l  r e ju v e n a t io n ,  th e  kind t h a t  makes him 
and th e  o th e r  Ents t r u ly  E lven , t h a t  i s ,  p e r f e c t  in c a r ­
n a t io n s  o f a Road-Ring r e s o lu t io n :  "we t r a i n  and we 
te a c h ,  we walk and we weed" ( I I ,8 9 ) .
Such biorhythm s in tro d u c e  T o lk ie n 's  m ajor them e, 
th a t  o f s te w ard sh ip  which i s  a ls o  s ig n i f i c a n t ly  d e fin e d  
by road and r in g  v a lu e s . In T o lk ie n 's  t r a n s l a t i o n  of 
S ir  O rfeo , th e  d e p a r tin g  King p ro c la im s: "I here  do 
name/my stew ard h igh b e fo re  you a l l / t o  keep my rea lm , 
w h a te 're  b e f a l l . "  And a f t e r  O rfeo and h is  Queen f i n a l l y  
d ie ,  th e  long f a i t h f u l  stew ard in h e r i t s  th e  c a re  o f  th e  
rea lm : "and k ing  was th e  stew ard in  t h e i r  s te a d ."  30 
T his d o c tr in e  o f  a s e r i a l  h ie ra rc h y  o f  s te w a rd s , o r 
"G u ard ian s,"  o r shepherds l ik e  th e  Ents pervades T o l­
k ie n 's  work and presum ably i s  a legacy  o f  h is  C a th o lic  
and M edieval h e r i ta g e .  Thus, th e  V a la r , W izards, e a r ly  
Nûmenóre a n s ,  l a t e r  R angers, th e  House o f  S tew ards, and 
H ealing  King a re  a l l  s te w a rd s , as i s  each in d iv id u a l 
c r e a tu r e  whose road  m iss io n  must p re se rv e  th e  v a lu es  
o f th e  p a s t  b e s id e s  guard ing  l e s t  t h a t  very  p a s t p a ra ­
ly ze  th e  p re s e n t  and th e re b y  p rev e n t th e  n a tu ra l  un­
fo ld in g  of th e  f u tu r e .  As Frodo e x p la in s  t h i s  re p e a te d  
ad v en tu re  o f s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  to  h is  s u c c e s so r , Sam: "I 
t r i e d  to  save th e  S h ire ,  and i t  has been saved , but 
not fo r  me. I t  must o f te n  be so , Sam, when th in g s  a re  
in  d an g e r: someone has to  g iv e  them up, lo s e  them , so 
th a t  o th e rs  may keep them. But you a re  my h e i r :  a l l  
th a t  I had and m ight have I le av e  to  you" ( I I I ,3 8 2 ).
Bad s te w a rd s , however, s e lf - e n c lo s e d  by r in g -h o a rd in g , 
d e s i r e  to  g e t r a th e r  than  g iv e . In U nfin ished  T a le s , 
f o r  exam ple, Gwindor t e l l s  th e  t r a g i c  o v e rre a c h e r  T urin  
t h a t  "You th in k  o f y o u r s e lf  and o f  your own g lo ry ,  and 
bid us each do l ik e w is e ;  but we must th in k  o f o th e rs  
b es id e  o u r s e lv e s ,  f o r  no t a l l  can f i g h t  and f a l l ,  and 
th o se  we must keep from war and r u in ,  w h ile  we can" 
(U T ,p .l5 6 ) .  S im ila r ly ,  th e  f a l l  o f th e  Numenoreans 
o ccu rs  when, u n lik e  th e  E n ts , " th e y  appear now r a th e r  
as lo rd s  and m a ste rs  and g a th e re r s  o f t r i b u t e  th an  as 
h e lp e rs  and te a c h e rs "  (S,p .3 2 9 ). S u b seq u en tly , th e  
House of Stew ards r u le s  in  t h e i r  s te ad  u n t i l  th e  end 
o f th e  T hird  Age, when D en e th o r 's  l u s t  fo r  th e  Ring 
deems he must lo se  h is  s te w ard sh ip  to  G andalf tempo­
r a r i l y  and th e n  u l t im a te ly  to  th e  crowned A ragorn . As 
G andalf ch a rg es  D enethor: " th e  r u le  o f  no rea lm  i s  m ine, 
n e i th e r  o f  Gondor nor any o th e r ,  g re a t  o r sm a ll. But 
a l l  w orthy th in g s  th a t  a re  in  p e r i l  as th e  world now 
s ta n d s ,  th o se  a re  in my c a r e .  And f o r  my p a r t ,  I 
s h a ll  not w holly  f a i l  o f my ta s k ,  though Gondor should 
p e r is h ,  i f  any th ing  p asses  th rough  t h i s  n ig h t th a t  
can s t i l l  grow f a i r  o r  bear b r u i t  and flo w er aga in  in
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th e  days to  come. For I a ls o  am a s tew ard . Did you 
not know?" ( I I I ,3 3 -3 4 ) . But th e  stew ard who b e s t 
re s o lv e s  Road and Ring geom etry is  A ragorn th e  S t r id e r  
who a lso  has com pensatory "deep r o o t s " ( I ,2 3 1 ): " i t  
i s  a th in g  p ass in g  s tra n g e  . . . t h a t  th e  h e a lin g  hand 
should a ls o  w ield  th e  sword" ( I I I ,2 9 1 ). In d eed , S t r id e r  
is  l ik e  th e  stew ard R ider in  "Smith o f Wootton M ajo r," 
who s im i la r ly  "was a g re a t  t r a v e l l e r :  he had seen many 
th in g s  and could  do many th in g s  b e fo re  he s e t t l e d  
down." 31 Thus, fo r  Gandalf A ra g o rn 's  s tew ard sh ip  h e r­
a ld s  a new heaven and a new M id d le -e a rth : "T his is  
your rea lm , and th e  h e a r t o f th e  g r e a te r  realm  th a t  
s h a l l  be. The T hird  Age of th e  world i s  ended, and 
th e  new age is  begun; and i t  is  your ta s k  to  o rd e r  i t s  
beg inn ing  and to  p re se rv e  what may be p re se rv e d . For 
though much has been saved , much must now p ass away; 
and th e  power o f th e  Three Rings a lso  is  ended" ( I I I ,  
307-08).
E lrond , G a la d r ie l ,  and Cí rdan a re  w il l in g  to  g ive 
up t h e i r  p e rc io u s  " g i f t "  o f each of th e  Three R ings, and 
by ex tn es io n  M id d le -ea rth  i t s e l f ,  and ta k e  th e  " S tr a ig h t  
Road" to  V alinor in  o rd e r  to  p re se rv e  th e  c y c le  of 
n a tu ra l change. T heir a b i l i t y  to  g iv e  up a g i f t  f r e e ly  
i s  th e  h ig h e s t a c t  of in d iv id u a l s te w a rd sh ip . In T o l­
k ie n 's  C a th o lic  Mass, one seasona l "P rayer over th e  
G if ts "  s ig n i f i c a n t ly  re a d s :
Lord,
re c e iv e  our g i f t s  in  t h i s  w onderful exchange:
from a l l  you have given us
we b rin g  you th e s e  g i f t s ,  
and in  r e tu r n ,  you g ive  us y o u r s e l f .32
This kind of "w onderful exchange" i s  p a ro d ie d , how­
e v e r , by th e  s e l f - s e r v in g  Sauron who id o lo t ro u s ly  names 
h im se lf  "A nnatar, th e  Lord of G if ts "  (S ,3 5 5 ); and Nu- 
menor, " th e  Land of G if t"  (U T ,p .l6 5 ) , i s  deluged by 
" e n c irc l in g  seas" as soon as i t s  peop le  f a l l  to  r in g ­
hoard ing . But in  "Smith of Wootton M ajor," th e  t r u e  
gospel o f g i f t - g iv in g  i s  w o n d erfu lly  summed by A lf , 
th e  F a iry  King, when he e x p la in s  to  h is  v ic a r ,  S ta r -  
brow, why he must g ive  up h is  g i f t  o f th e  f a i r y  s t a r :  
"[Some th in g s ]  a re  f r e e  g i f t s  and given  fo r  remembrance. 
But o th e rs  a re  not so g iv en . They cannot belong to  a 
man fo r  e v e r , nor be tre a s u re d  as he irlo o m s. They a re  
l e n t .  You have not th o u g h t, p e rh a p s , t h a t  someone e l s e  
may need t h i s  th in g .  But i t  i s  so . Time i s  p re s s in g '.'3 3  
F or, T olk ien  would add, a re  we not a l l  s tew ards?
Indeed , he makes h is  r e a d e r s ' s tew ard sh ip  of th e  
g i f t  o f f a n ta s y  abundan tly  c le a r  th ro u g h o u t h is  works; 
and t h i s  n o tion  of "shared  en rich m en t, p a r tn e rs  in 
making" i s  perhaps T o lk ie n 's  most jo y fu l c e le b ra t io n  
of fused  Road and Ring v a lu e s . In "Leaf By N ig g le ,"  
fo r  in s ta n c e ,  l i t t l e  N iggle co n tem p la te s  h is  m a g ica lly  
r e a l iz e d  p a in tin g  t h i s  way: " ' I t  i s  a g i f t ! '  he s a id .
He was r e f e r r in g  to  h is  a r t ,  and a ls o  to  th e  r e s u l t ;  
but he was u sing  th e  word q u i te  l i t e r a l l y . " 34 That 
i s ,  h is  v is io n  is  a g i f t  which th e  a r t i s t  can on ly  pass 
on to  each su c ce ss iv e  re a d e r  and g e n e ra tio n  of r e a d e r s ,  
who then must r e c ip r o c a l ly  sh a re  th a t  g i f t  w ith  o th e rs .  
As Sam and Frodo d isc o v e r  du rin g  t h e i r  w onderful e x c u r­
sus on fa n ta s y  ( I I ,4 0 7 -0 9 ), th e  g i f t  o f "ad v en tu re s"  
i s  alm ost unavo idab le  in l i f e :  "Folk seem to  have been 
j u s t  landed in them , u s u a l ly - - t h e i r  p a th s  were la id  
th a t  way." As a m a tte r  o f f a c t ,  o r o f f a n ta s y ,  Sam 
b e lie v e s  he and Frodo have landed in  a subsequent e p i ­
sode o r s ta g e  of Beren One-Hand's leg en d ary  adven tu re  
w ith  th e  S i lm a r i ls :  "Why, to  th in k  o f  i t ,  w e 're  in  th e  
same t a l e  s t i l l !  I t ' s  going on. D on 't th e  g re a t  t a l e s  
ever end?" And F ro d o 's  re p ly  r e v e a ls  h is  un d erstan d in g  
of s tew ard sh ip  and th e  r e la t io n  between th e  in d iv id u a l 
p a t te rn  and th e  U niversal P a t te r n :  "No, th ey  never end
as t a l e s  . . . .  But th e  peop le  in  them come, and go 
when t h e i r  p a r t ' s  ended. Our p a r t  w ill  end l a t e r - -  
o r so o n e r."  Sam c o n c lu d e s , a n t i c ip a t in g  th e  c y c l ic  
r e tu r n  to  r in g  s t a b i l i t y  and s e c u r i ty  in  t h e i r  "h o le s"  
back home: "And th en  we can have some r e s t  and some 
s le e p ."  Here th e  id e n t i f y in g  re a d e r  i s  urged to  an 
id e n t ic a l  a c t  o f e x t r a p o la t io n ,  d isc o v e r in g  th a t  he o r 
sh e , to o ,  i s  r e c a l l i n g  th e  t a l e  o f The Lord of th e  
R in g s , which i s  i t s e l f  but a p ro lo g u e  o r p re lu d e  to  
th e  r e a d e r 's  own a d v e n tu re , o r t a l e  o f  l i f e .  As 
Roger S a le  d e s c r ib e s  r e a d e r  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  T o lk ie n ,
"We a re  in  a s to r y ,  bu t we have . . .  no s t o r y t e l l e r ,  
on ly  o u r s e l v e s . " 35 C o nsequen tly , f o r  T o lk ien  th e  P r i ­
mary World of th e  re a d e r  and th e  Secondary World o f  th e  
f a n t a s t i c  t a l e  a re  one in d iv i s ib l e  M id d le -e a rth . Both 
h o b b its  and humans must be h e ro ic  stew ards over t h i s  
supreme g i f t ,  which i s  th e  leg acy  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f .  In 
G erald Monsman's w ords, " fa n ta s y  may become one w ith  
r e a l i t y  in  a redeemed w o r ld ." 36
In "The Golden Key" by George MacDonald, one 
of T o lk ie n 's  f a v o r i t e  t a l e - t e l l e r s ,  T a n g le 's  road 
q u es t ta k e s  her to  th e  cave of th e  Old Man o f  th e  F i r e ,  
who appears as "a l i t t l e  naked c h i ld .  . . . p la y in g  
w ith  b a l l s  o f v a r io u s  c o lo rs  and s i z e s ,  which he d i s ­
posed in  s tra n g e  f ig u r e s  upon th e  f lo o r  b es id e  him ." 
Tangle f e e l s  " th e re  must be an i n f i n i t e  meaning in  th e  
change and sequence and in d iv id u a l form s o f  th e  f i g u r e s . "  
She knows, m oreover, t h a t  th e s e  a re  somehow r e la te d  to  
th e  goal o f her q u e s t ,  and " f la s h e s  of-m eaning  would 
now pass from them . . . . and th e  lo n g e r she looked th e  
more an in d e s c r ib a b le  vague in te l l i g e n c e  went on ro u sin g  
i t s e l f  in  her m in d ."37 The e f f e c t  h e re  i s  much l ik e  
th a t  o f th e  "m ystery  o f shapes" which te a se d  Wordsworth 
a t  S tonehenge and a ls o  l ik e  t h a t  o f  T o lk ie n 's  own so lid  
geom etry . I t  may be d e b a ta b le  w hether ro ad s and r in g s  
p ro v id e  th e  golden key to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  T o lk ie n 's  t a l e ,  
but th e y  c e r t a in l y  p ro v id e  s ig n i f i c a n t  landm arks along  
th e  way, " f la s h e s  o f meaning" even more r e l i a b l e  than  
M acDonald's " in d e s c r ib a b le  vague i n t e l l i g e n c e ."  Apoc­
a l y p t i c a l l y ,  th e y  even p ro v id e  a t e l l t a l e  c lu e  to  th e  
f in a l  w hereabouts o f th e  m issing  E n t-w iv es, whom T ree- 
beards (and th e  r e a d e r )  d e s p e r a te ly  seeks and whose 
ram bling  path  c r i s s c r o s s e s  th a t  o f th e  Ents in  a con­
f l i c t i n g  a l t e r a t i o n  o f road and r in g  p a t t e r n s . ( I I ,9 9 - 
100). T h e ir  p o ig n an t t a l e  o r legend u l t im a te ly  looks 
forw ard to  th e  day when "T ogether we w ill  ta k e  th e  road 
th a t  le ad s  in to  th e  W est./And f a r  away w ill f in d  a land 
where both our h e a r ts  may r e s t " ( I I ,1 0 2 ) .  U ndoubtedly, 
th e  S h ire  i s  p o r t o f  e n t ry  to  th a t  W estern haven. For 
th e  v ery  beg inn ing  o f th e  t r i l o g y  w h ispers an unn o ticed  
prom ise t h a t  t h i s  d e s ire d  union w ill  occur o n ly  a f t e r  
th e  road has c i r c le d  th e re  and back aga in  to  th e  S h ire .
As th a t  t r u e  b e l ie v e r  Sam in n o c e n tly  r e p o r t s ,  a g ia n t ,  
l ik e  a t r e e ,  o r even "b ig g er than  a t r e e  was seen away 
beyond th e  North Moors" ( I ,7 3 ) .  Thus, T o lk ie n 's  re a d e r  
w ill  indeed co n tin u e  to  "walk in legends" ( I I ,4 5 ) ,  l ik e  
h is  c h a r a c te r s ,  long a f t e r  th e  books them selves a re  f i ­
n a l ly  c lo se d . For th e  S tr a ig h t  Road to  th e  C irc le  o f 
V alinor s t r e tc h e s  ever on, somewhere between memory and 
d e s i r e  in  th e  r e a d e r 's  h e a r t .  F ro d o 's  f in a l  Road Song 
is  a paean c e le b ra t in g  th e  paradox o f t h i s  geom etric  
E u ca ta s tro p h e :
S t i l l  round th e  co rn e r  th e re  may w ait 
A new road or a s e c r e t  g a t e ;
And though t I o f t  have passed  them by ,
A day w ill  come a t  l a s t  when I
S hall ta k e  th e  hidden path s th a t  run
West o f th e  Moon, E ast o f t h e  Sun ( I I I ,3 8 1 ).
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Editorial Notes
In this issue we observe two anniversaries: the 
15th of the founding of The Myt.hopoeic Society, and Ihe 
150th of the birth of Lewis Carroll. To mark the old­
est, Joe R. Christopher and Ruth Berman have written 
articles on Carroll, a man who continues to be specially 
appreciated as a pioneer in literature and fantasy.
Also with this issue, Mythlore has reached that 
special number to Hobbits — 33. This is a time to 
briefly pause and evaluate its "adolescence" and look 
forward to what lies ahead. The prospects are good.
In the last year its circulation has increased almost 20% 
We are not yet to where we want and can be, but the 
recent growth has not been accidental. Many factors 
have made this possible, not the least has been the 
reader's support in renewals and passing the word.
We have changed with this issue to a more satisfactory 
printer, and hope in the near future to increase the 
number of pages. Further on, dependent on further 
growth, we hope to see typesetting and the use of color. 
This will only be possible with your individual effort 
to let those know who would be quite interested if they 
but knew of Mythlore's existence. This includes both 
individuals and libraries. In the last issue a poll was 
enclosed as to how you both now see Mythlore and would 
like it to be. On a spectrum of "fan publication" at 1 
and "serious journal" at 9, the responses average 
out to 6.52 as to how the readers see Mythlore now, 
and 7.59 as to what they would like it to be. Tf Mythlore 
is to increase its outreach it must attempt to please as 
best it can both its current and potential readers. As 
has been said before, it is not possible to please every­
one in all respects, despite our efforts. I personally see Mythlore as a journal with a human personality, 
intended to serve those who share a deep and abiding 
enthusiasm for the journal's interests. To put it an­
other way, Mythlore is for the "literate fan" (a term 
I did not originate). It is possible to be an enthusiast 
with critical standards, as the readership of Mythlore 
clearly demonstrates. I usually avoid terms such as 
"fan," "fannish," vs. "serious," "literate," and "scholar­
ly," because they belong to somewhat dangerous terri­
tory, and are slippery terms to deal with. They do not 
mean the same thing to everyone, and a great deal of 
fuss and bother can be created when they are used. I 
personally feel much of this results from semantic dis­
agreement and misunderstanding of what others may 
mean when these terms are employed. Although these 
terms are mistakenly mutually exclusive to some, and 
are made demonstrably so in some quarters, I believe 
in the context of Mythlore one can find a common 
ground for both which is mutually enriching.
Some have written asking why we don't publish more 
on a certain area or author(s). The honest answer is 
that we have received no submissions on that area or 
author at this point. As C.S. Lewis said in effect about 
some of his books, he wrote them because he wanted to 
read them, and no one else had yet written them. In 
this light, perhaps some readers will want to write on 
that which they would like to see in Mythlore. See page 
13 of Mythlore 30 for some topics in which others have 
expressed interest. Continued on page 47
